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Abstract
Changing demographics are requiring organizations to change the way they
conduct business and deliver their services. And while women and people of color have
been gaining greater access to leadership roles over the past few decades, they continue
to lag behind in terms of representation in comparison with their numbers in the overall
population (Chin, 2010). The calls for more inclusive work environments are not only
concerned about widening participation, but are equally concerned with identifying
inclusive leaders (Findler, Wind, & Mor Barak, 2007). Yet many organizations have
failed to increase the diversity of their leadership, leaving them ill equipped to serve a
changing population in ways that are culturally competent or that effectively meet the
needs of a changing population.
This study explored – through art-based inquiry using reflections on music and
songs – how women leaders developed into and practiced inclusive leadership in their
organizations. This study also explored how these leaders translated their reflections and
values into assets, skills, and approaches that influenced their leadership. Numerous
experiences impact the way these women have approached their work and leadership
with an inclusive lens. Their narratives provide insights on the common experiences of
inclusive women leaders; the nuanced yet multi-layered dimensions of their experiences;
the challenges of practicing inclusive leadership; and their desire to validate a strong
positive identity for others, as well as for themselves as an inclusive woman leader.
Importance was placed on their journey, their lived experiences, authenticity, and service.
The resulting similarities in the composition of the themes support, at a minimum,
an expansion of the definition of inclusive leadership to consider some of the traits,
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values, and approaches raised by these women leaders through their reflections on music
and song. In addition, several recommendations for women leaders, for organizations,
and for leadership development initiatives are made.
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…we wrote knowing that none of the stories we told would change the world. But we wrote in
the hope that they would” (King, 2003, p. 92).
CHAPTER I
Background
Changing demographics in the state of Minnesota are requiring organizations to change
the way they conduct business and deliver their services. According to the Minnesota State
Demographer’s Office, between 2010 and 2017 Minnesota added 274,000 new residents. Of the
new residents, 135,000 were added to Minnesota’s most populous counties of Hennepin and
Ramsey, which reside in the Twin Cities metro area. Populations of color in the State are also
growing and now comprise 20% of the State’s population (Brower, 2018). On a national level,
U.S. Census Bureau data shows that in 2014, Whites made up fifty percent of the population; this
figure is expected to drop to forty-four percent by the year 2060. The United States is expected to
become a minority-majority nation in 2044 (Colby & Ortman, 2015).
As a microcosm of the larger society, organizations are also becoming more diverse.
“The recognition of women’s and social minorities’ rights, the aging population, and the
elimination of spatial barriers, and, consequently, the heterogeneity of society contribute to more
diverse workplaces” (Arenas A. , Di Marco, Munduate, & Euwema, 2017, p. 4). While women
and people of color have been gaining greater access to leadership roles over the past few
decades, they continue to lag behind in terms of representation in comparison with their numbers
in the overall population (Chin, 2010). According to the Pew Research Center, in 2017, women
comprised 5.4% of all Fortune 500 CEOs and 20.2% of all Fortune 500 board members (Brown,
2017). The data for women of color is even starker. According to the Center for American
Progress in 2018, there were no Black women CEOs serving in Fortune 500 companies. There
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are just two women of color serving as CEOs for Fortune 500 companies. In addition, women of
color comprise just 4.7% of executive- or senior-level staff in S&P 500 companies (Warner,
Boesch, & Ellman, 2018).
Some organizations are working intentionally to diversify their leadership in order to
create a more inclusive organizational culture that emphasizes both valuing and leveraging
diversity to obtain optimal outcomes (Hannum, McFeeters, & Booysen, 2010; Mor Barak, 2011;
Pless & Maak, 2004), as well as serve a population that is changing rapidly. Others are
encouraging inclusive practices among existing staff and leadership. Many are undertaking both
approaches. Many are not doing anything. According to Chin (2010):
As the population within the United States and in countries throughout the world
becomes increasingly diverse, the contexts in which leadership occurs within institutions
and communities will also become increasingly heterogeneous. Leadership theories need
to be inclusive and incorporate explanations of how dimensions of diversity shape our
understanding of leadership. Yet our leadership theories have been silent on how the
diversity of leaders and followers within organizations influences enactment of
leadership. (pp. 150-151)
This “silence” calls for new ways to think about creating inclusive leadership
opportunities in organizations. My objective for this study was to explore a different way for
organizations to think about and consider inclusive leadership in the context of changing
demographics. I interviewed both white women and women of color who are leaders of
organizations to determine how their own leadership development and practices contributed to
the creation of an inclusive organization that benefits from diversity. I enlisted an arts-based
approach to have them identify music in the form of songs that reflects their development and
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practice as inclusive leaders. I constructed a narrative that captures their experiences and
cornerstones of their journey to inclusive leadership and how they have used what they learned
to enhance diversity and inclusion in their organizations.
Statement of the Problem
Findler, Wind, and Mor Barak (2007) argue that the need to increase the emphasis on
inclusion and diversity in organizations around the world is due partly to globalization, partly to
changing demographics and partly to ongoing demands for labor and services that are
compelling organizations to think differently about how they staff all levels of the organization,
as well as serve their clients. Within this context, organizations around the world must now
move beyond representation agendas and towards inclusion agendas that are focused on the total
transformation of institutional cultures (Findler, Wind, & Mor Barak, 2007). The calls for more
inclusive work environments are not only concerned about widening participation, but are
equally concerned with identifying inclusive leaders (Findler, Wind, & Mor Barak, 2007).
Yet many organizations have failed to increase the diversity of their leadership, leaving
them ill equipped to serve a changing population in ways that are culturally competent or that
effectively meet the needs of a changing population. Inclusive leadership is focused on changing
policies and practices, including leadership development, to allow organizations to move beyond
relatively simple access-widening programs and towards institutional transformation to create a
more inclusive culture at all levels. “Although many organizations have added more diversity to
their workforce, there has been increasing recognition that focusing on increasing diversity in
organizations does not ensure the potential benefits or the retention and/or promotion of
individuals from these groups to influential positions in organizations” (Randel et al., 2018, p.
191). Efforts to recruit, develop, and promote employees from underrepresented groups do not
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guarantee that these individuals are utilized to their full capability or that their voices and
perspectives are heard, honored, and incorporated into larger organizational decision-making
(Randel et al., 2018).
The nature of the issues we face as a society have changed. Yet women continue to face
challenges in the workplace (Ayman & Korabik, 2010). Moreover, the research of the past often
represented leadership as a phenomenon that is culturally and gender neutral (Ayman & Korabik,
2010) and emphasized the similarities rather than the uniqueness of individuals. This approach
failed to acknowledge that additional factors, such as stereotypes, group dynamics, role
expectations, power differentials, and personal attributes played a significant role in how
behavior – with an emphasis on acting alike – was rewarded (Ayman & Korabik, 2010). Ayman
and Korabik (2010) argued that not including dimensions of gender and culture in leadership
research would lead to problematic leadership development for leaders of the future. “If leaders
are to be effective in a diverse society, they need to understand their own preferred style and
behaviors and how these may differ from those preferred by others” (Ayman & Korabik, 2010, p.
158). To do otherwise may lead to misunderstanding and misrepresentation, which negatively
affect organizational culture and the work environment (Ayman & Korabik, 2010).
Significance
My study sought to understand the experiences of inclusive women leaders through the
exploration of music, the lyrics in particular. The outcome may assist other leaders with
developing and practicing inclusive leadership. I chose to study women and not men because
women remain largely under-represented in leadership in organizations. Given that the
demographics of leadership within organizations has not changed with the increasingly diverse
demographics in our country, my study offers a new way to consider the development and
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practice of inclusive leadership. By exploring and understanding the experiences of this study’s
participants using art-based research, a new way to consider inclusive leadership may be
uncovered. Art-based inquiry using music gives the study’s subjects a voice. The resulting
narratives are in part personal stories shaped by the knowledge, experiences, values, and feelings
of the persons who are telling them. They are also collective stories that are shaped by the
subjects and the cultural, historical and institutional settings in which they occur. Current and
future leaders may be better informed about how to use music as a method by which they
consider their own journey to becoming inclusive leaders and how they practice it in their
organizations. It may give leaders a new and common way to consider, discuss, and reflect upon
how they view their own development and practice of inclusivity.
In addition, this study will also contribute to feminist leadership theory as it calls for a
new way to consider the development and practice of inclusive leadership among women. I
chose to focus on women for this study because of their strength related to empathy, flexibility,
and task accomplishment. According to Lambrecht (2006), “Where trouble and corruption hang
in the air, voters around the world are increasingly turning to women to clean up the mess left by
bad-old-boy networks” (p. A16). Chin (2007) notes that feminist leaders are motivated by
ethics, social justice, collaboration, and inclusiveness. Feminist leaders often define their role as
leaders of thought and social change rather than as leaders of organizations and institutions. I
suggest that an art-based approach using music as an instrument will illuminate what motivates
women leaders to develop and foster their capacity to be inclusive.
Furthermore, leaders who aspire to be inclusive may be empowered and encouraged
knowing that success is attainable, having now heard from successful women leaders who have
developed and practiced their skills as inclusive leaders. This study will contribute to the
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research by offering a new way to think about one’s own development and practice as an
inclusive leader through musical choice, self-reflection, and self-expression. This work will
offer a new way to think about and discuss one’s development and practice as an inclusive
leader. It will provide organizations with a new way to think about and consider the
development and practice of inclusive leadership.
Purpose of the Study and Research Questions
While leadership theories and approaches to leadership are abundant, the literature on the
topic of inclusive leadership is still evolving. According to Mitchell, Boyle, Parker, Giles,
Chiang and Joyce (2015), “Research into inclusion is still in its infancy” (p. 218). Muchiri and
Ayoko (2013) also acknowledge the lack of research: “There has been limited understanding of
how demographic diversity influences organizational variables that are associated with
performance and effectiveness in the workplace” (p. 385). In addition, Kearney and Gebert
(2009) stated: “The role of leadership in diverse teams remains underexplored” (as cited in
Mitchell, et al., 2015, p. 219). Moreover, Gotsis and Grimani (2016) state, “Despite an
increasingly diverse work environment, leadership theories have not adequately taken into
consideration inclusion issues” (p. 985). Therefore, my goal through this work is to use musical
choices, self-reflection, and self-expression to determine and document the development of and
the practices undertaken by inclusive women leaders, which have enabled their organizations to
successfully embrace inclusion at all levels.
Again, the purpose of this study was to explore how musical expression reflects women
leaders’ development and practice as inclusive leaders. My study involved women leaders of
organizations. I identified female leaders who are considered inclusive leaders by their peers and
colleagues. Using Korn Ferry’s Four Dimensions of Leadership (Tapia, 2019) and Deloitte’s Six
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Signature Traits of Inclusive Leadership (Dillon & Bourke, 2016), I developed the profile of an
inclusive leader through the lenses of cultural drivers, experiences, traits, and competencies.
Inclusive leaders are aware of their cultural drivers – their preferences for how to get things
done, interact with others, and understand the world – and how those have been shaped by their
unique and diverse experiences (Tapia, 2019). The key traits – personality preferences –
identified by Korn Ferry (Tapia, 2019) include flexibility, adaptability, curiosity, openness, and
authenticity. The key competencies – behaviors and skills – can be organized into five essential
disciplines that have a progressive impact on the organization based on the leader’s ability to
harness and manage diversity. The five essential disciplines are encouraging openness and
awareness; actively promoting diversity; building a trusting and open culture; influencing
effectively; and driving results (Tapia, 2019).
Similarly, in their work on behalf of the consulting firm Deloitte, Dillon and Bourke
(2016) identified six traits associated with inclusive leadership (Dillon & Bourke, 2016). These
traits were aloso utilized to identify study participants. The six traits Dillon & Bourke (2016)
identified are as follows: commitment; courage; cognizance of bias; curiosity; cultural
intelligence; and collaborative.
Once identified, I interviewed participants and used the interview results to create a
narrative that informed how leaders desiring to be inclusive in their organizations can use
musical self-expression to shape how they think about developing and practicing inclusive
leadership.
The driving questions in my study are as follows:
1. How does music tell the story of the development and practice of inclusion by
women leaders?
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2. What are some of the commonalities and differences in stories of women leaders
as they describe, through music, their development and practice as inclusive
leaders?
3. What contributions can these stories make to the theory, development, and practice
of inclusive leadership?
A Different Approach
Leadership development programs currently put efforts into developing instrumental,
standardized, and measurable skills sets, as well as enhancing cognitive and analytical
abilities (Romanowska, Larsson, & Theorell, 2013). This approach emphasizes
confirmation, instrumentalism, and techniques (models, tools, “ready-made solutions”), as
well as stereotyped management rhetoric that may lead to underestimation of the complexit y
of working life (Romanowska, Larsson, & Theorell, 2013). They tend to reduce human
aspects and ethical considerations to technical ones (Bauman, 1997). Mintzberg (2005)
claims that most management programs have dehumanizing and unrealistic effects – they
teach the fallacy that leadership consists of applying formulas to solve complex situations.
Jones (2005) notes that leadership programs run the risk of perpetuating leaders’ selfpreoccupation by emphasizing self-development and self-improvement at the expense of
understanding their followers.
For this study, I argue that an art-based approach to thinking about leadership has the
potential to provide a broader humanistic and experiential perspective, as well as assist
leaders with assessing highly complex and challenging situations. Olivier (2001), who
introduced theater to the field of leader development, believes the arts have much to teach
managers about creativity, imagination, vision, communication, and dealing with leader
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insecurity. Art can assist leaders with addressing human problems that are not possible to
manage with cognitive and rational methods (Romanowska, Larsson, & Theorell, 2013).
Art has the unique ability to touch and to reproduce the multiplicity, ambiguity, and
complexity of life’s nuances; enriches our interpretation of our contexts and surroundings;
and helps us make sense of the seriousness in moral choices (Romanowska, Larsson, &
Theorell, 2013). Nussbaum (1995) states that art represents a way to resist each reductive
conception about human beings. It aids us to cultivate such feelings as compassion and
makes us experience the world in a realistic way. She emphasizes the fundamental role of
feelings and fantasy in moral judgment. Eisner (2004) argues that art teaches us to judge in
absence of rules, to assess the consequences of our choices, and to correct or make other
choices.
Personal Significance
For this study, I used the mixtape as an instrument to explore how musical choices, selfreflection, and self-expression inform and influence the development and practice of inclusive
leadership by women. I am both a woman and a lover of music of all genres. I grew up with
music influencing my choices from clothing to hairstyles to friends. I believe that music can also
be used as a method to think about approaches to leadership.
With respect to the instrument itself, a mixtape is a cassette tape of music chosen by the
creator. In the past, mixtapes were used as a form of communication between individuals that
conveyed how the creator was thinking or feeling, often about the recipient of the tape. Growing
up, I used the mixtape – a carefully scripted compilation of songs placed on a cassette tape – to
communicate to friends and family. The messages I communicated vis-à-vis the mixtape were
everything from new music worth checking out to love to despair. The mixtape was a form of
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popular culture that became a massive phenomenon within the cassette culture of the 1980s
(Rando, 2017). Its premise as a form of popular expression has endured, even though technology
has changed and the cassette tape is no longer the main mode of dissemination (O'Brien, 2004).
According to O’Brien (2004), the mixtape is “perhaps the most widely practiced American art
form: the personal mix tape of favorite songs that serves as a self-portrait, gesture of friendship,
prescription for an ideal party, or simply as an environment consisting solely of what is most
ardently loved” (p. 108). A mixtape is a form of communication typically passed from one
person to another. It is circulated among friends and presented to the beloved (Rando, 2017).
The “playlist” is the modern equivalent of the mixtape. Thus, for the purposes of this study, the
mixtape is an appropriate instrument given its ability to convey the voices and experiences of
those who create it.
Definition of Terms
Inclusive leadership: A set of behaviors by leaders that focus on facilitating group members
feeling part of the group – belongingness – and retaining their sense of individuality –
uniqueness – while contributing to the group’s efforts and outcomes. Through its emphasis on
accepting women and individuals of color (belongingness) while simultaneously valuing each
member for their unique attributes, perspectives, and contributions, inclusive leadership
ultimately results in high performance (uniqueness) (Randel et al., 2018).
Mixtape: A mixtape is a cassette tape of music chosen by the creator. In the past, mixtapes were
used as a form of communication between individuals that conveyed how the creator was
thinking or feeling, often about the recipient of the tape. The mixtape was a form of popular
culture that became a massive phenomenon within the cassette culture of the 1980s (Rando,
2017).
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Diversity: In the study of organizations, diversity typically refers to the demographic
composition of groups or workforce (Roberson, 2006). Diversity has historically focused on
demographic differences between members of the workforce, including race, ethnicity, and
gender, which are related to broader power and privilege differences within society and within
organizations (Cox, 1993). Over time, the definition of diversity has broadened to include a
discussion of similarities and differences based on many factors, including those that are visible,
hidden, or invisible, as well as those that are based on group characteristics and individual
differences (Thomas, 1996).
Summary
This chapter explores the need for expanding the ways in which we traditionally think
about the development and practice of inclusive leadership. It points to the importance of
understanding women and their approaches to inclusive leadership through musical choices, selfreflection, and self-expression. This study will be used as a framework to gain insight into the
experiences of participants, giving voice to their stories, and demonstrating how music reflects
their development and practice as inclusive leaders. In the next chapter, I provide a literature
review of leadership culture and gender; a discussion of how inclusive leadership differs from
other leadership approaches; and an exploration of a range of related topics.
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“…the task of inclusion in unending” (Nielsen & Huang, 2009, p. 8).
CHAPTER II
Review of the Literature
The literature specific to inclusive leadership is evolving and growing. Research
appearing in the following chapter offers a foundational understanding of inclusive leadership.
Findings from books, studies, and journal articles on inclusive leadership as it pertains to women
are highlighted in this literature review. The chapter is organized around several subtopics,
including women leaders and leadership approaches; inclusive leadership; behaviors of inclusive
leadership; what inclusive leadership is not; and diversity and inclusive leadership.
Women Leaders and Leadership Approaches
The nature of issues we face as a society have changed over the years. Yet, women and
cultural minorities continue to face challenges in the workplace (Ayman & Korabik, 2010),
including phenomena such as the glass and concrete ceilings. Moreover, past research often
represented leadership as a phenomenon that was culturally and gender neutral and emphasized
similarities among leaders rather than their uniqueness (Ayman & Korabik, 2010). Virtually all
definitions of leadership identify the following components as central to leading: leadership is a
process, involves influence, occurs within a group context, and involves goal attainment (Chin,
2010). Northhouse (2016) defined leadership as a “process whereby an individual influences a
group of individuals to achieve a common goal” (p. 3).
This approach failed to acknowledge that additional factors, such as stereotypes, group
dynamics, role expectations, power differentials, and personal attributes played a significant role
in how behavior – with an emphasis on acting alike – was rewarded (Ayman & Korabik, 2010).
Ayman and Korabik (2010) argued in their work that not including dimensions of gender and
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culture in leadership research would lead to problematic leadership development for leaders of
the future. “If leaders are to be effective in a diverse society, they need to understand their own
preferred style and behaviors and how these may differ from those preferred by others” (Ayman
& Korabik, 2010, p. 160). To do otherwise may lead to misunderstanding and misrepresentation,
which negatively affects organizational culture and work environments.
Scholars generally agree that women leaders are often labeled based on gender
stereotypes. Furthermore, past leadership research emphasized assimilation and focused on how
men and women differ in their leadership preferences (Ayman & Korabik, 2010). Eagly’s
(1987) work, for example, emphasized a social structural perspective that highlighted how the
social roles that men and women play influence their leadership style. According to Dennis and
Kunkel (2004), women continue to be viewed as having fewer of the characteristics associated
with achieving the highest levels of success within organizations than do men. Eagly and Wood
(1991) found that stereotypes of women often include characteristics such as gentleness,
emotional, intuitive, dependent, sensitive, passive, illogical, nurturing, warm, and
accommodating. Characteristics most commonly perceived to be held by masculine leaders have
come to be viewed as the standard for leadership and management.
Chin (2010) challenged researchers with assuming the traits associated with leader
success are the same for women, people of color, and people from other countries. “The study of
leadership traits and behaviors exhibited by traditional holders of power is limiting in that it does
not identify the potential for what diverse leaders might bring to the table or the barriers they
may face” (Chin, 2010, p. 154). It is critical to consider how gender, race, ethnicity, and sexual
identity might alter leader behavior and influence the perceptions and expectations of a particular
leader (Chin, 2010). Today’s leaders interact with heterogeneous groups and followers who

20
represent different dimensions of diversity, culture, and identity. The question becomes how
does this interaction influence how a leader acts within such an environment? (Chin, 2010).
According to Wood (2003), feminine styles of leadership and communication,
characterized by supportiveness, attentiveness, and collaboration, are dismissed, even though
these characteristics tend to enhance morale and productivity in the workplace. In their work,
females were generally rated as more competent, active, emotionally stable, rational,
independent, and less hostile than male participants were (Wood, 2003). Male participants, on
the other hand, were rated higher than females on work competence, activity, emotional stability,
independence, hostility, and rationality while females were rated as having more concern for
others (Dennis & Kunkel, 2004).
According to Eagly and Carli (2004), cultural stereotypes place female leaders in a
double bind. Their work found that women are expected to be communal because of the
expectations inherent in the female gender role, yet women are also expected to be agentic
because of the expectations inherent in leadership roles (Eagly & Carli, 2004). Being agentic
correlates with confidence and assertiveness. Because agentic displays of confidence and
assertion can appear incompatible with being communal, women are vulnerable to becoming
targets of prejudice (Eagly & Carli, 2004). There is a tendency to view women as lacking the
stereotypical directive and assertive qualities often associated with effective leadership; that is,
as not being tough enough or not taking charge. Sometimes people dislike female leaders who
display these very directive and assertive qualities because such women seem unfeminine or
masculine (Eagly & Carli, 2004).
Eagly and Carli (2004) further concluded that tension between the communal qualities
that people prefer in women and the predominantly agentic qualities they expect in leaders
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produces cross-pressures on female leaders. Women leaders often experience disapproval for
their more masculine behaviors, such as asserting authority over others, as well as for their more
feminine behaviors, such as being especially supportive of others. Given these cross-pressures,
finding an appropriate and effective leadership style is challenging. A study of Fortune 1000
female executives found that 96% rated as critical or fairly important the ability to develop “a
style with which male managers are comfortable” (Catalyst, 2006).
In addition, Eagly (2007), Judge and Piccolo (2004), and Hyde (2005) asserted that
female leaders are more transformational than male leaders. Among the aspects of
transformational leadership, women most exceeded men on individualized consideration, which
is defined as being supportive and encouraging of subordinates (Hyde, 2005). At the same time,
female leaders were more transactional than male leaders in their contingent reward behaviors,
whereas male leaders were more likely than female leaders to manifest the two other aspects of
transactional leadership (active and passive management by exception), as well as laissez-faire
leadership (Eagly A. H., 2007). Eagly (2007) and Antonakis, Avolio, and Sivasubramaniam
(2003) found further that women, somewhat more than men, manifest leadership styles that
relate positively to effectiveness. Men, on the other hand, more than women, manifest styles that
relate only weakly to effectiveness or that hinder effectiveness.
Although revealing relatively small differences, findings indicate an advantage for
women leaders (Eagly A. H., 2007). According to Eagly (2007):
Women, more than men, appear to lead in styles that recommend them for leadership. In
contrast, men, more than women, appear to lead in less advantageous styles by (a)
attending to subordinates' failures to meet standards, (b) displaying behaviors that entail
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avoiding solving problems until they become acute, and (c) being absent or uninvolved at
critical times. (p. 5)
Women’s more transformational style and greater use of contingent reward, as well as
their lesser use of passive management-by-exception and laissez-faire leadership styles, enhances
organizational effectiveness (Eagly, Johanssen-Schmidt, & Van Engen, 2003). These findings
resonate with the possibility that women are better managers than men. For example, an article
in Business Week asserted that “after years of analyzing what makes leaders most effective and
figuring out who’s got the Right Stuff, management gurus now know how to boost the odds of
getting a great executive: Hire a female”(Sharpe, 2000). Women’s advantages in leadership
style may sometimes be countered, however, by a reluctance, especially on the part of men, to
give women power over others in work settings. Moreover, social and organizational changes
place women, more often than men, in the position of being newer entrants into higher level
managerial roles. As newcomers, women may practice contemporary methods of management,
such as transformational leadership, which may threaten older, more established, and oftentimes
male managers. Further, a reluctance to allow women to ascend in organizational hierarchies
may reflect resistance to changing managerial styles, as well as a prejudicial tendency to evaluate
women’s leadership behavior less positively than the equivalent behavior of men (Eagly &
Karau, 2002; Eagly, Johanssen-Schmidt & Van Engen, 2003).
In general, leadership textbooks typically cover different theories of leadership,
presuming their universal relevance across populations, subgroups and culture (Chin, 2010).
“This approach treats women and minorities as special populations and culture as what others
have which suggests an ethnocentric view of leadership as something held by the elite or
mainstream group” (Chin, 2010, p. 150).
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Inclusive Leadership
Despite the perceptions of women leaders as more communal and less agentic, and more
transformational than managing by exception, women have a significant role to play in bringing
inclusive leadership styles and practices to organizations (Eagly & Carli, 2004; Eagly,
Johanssen-Schmidt, & Van Engen, 2003). According to Cheung-Judge (2017), the growing
population of persons of color and the population movement and resulting increased urbanization
has resulted in “insufficient human resources from the local population – bringing with it a host
of complex issues in working with diversity and inclusion” (p. 11). As demographics shift, the
workforce is becoming more diverse thereby making the need for inclusive leadership more
urgent. “The secret for success for organizations in the future is positive, inclusive leadership”
(Cockerell, 2009, p. 247). Women in particular play a role in helping organizations make that
shift. “Organizations have been, and continue to be, disrupted and transformed by the addition
of women, people of color, people from different countries and ethnic origins, people with
different sexual orientation and gender identities, and differently-abled people into the
workforce” (Miller, Katz, & Gans, 2018, p. 6). This disruption, coupled with the leadership
challenges that women face due to gender bias and stereotypes, will result in organizations
thinking about leadership, diversity, and inclusion in new ways.
Inclusive leadership and optimal distinctiveness theory.
The literature on leadership contains multiple interpretations of what constitutes inclusive
leadership. Randel et al., (2018) propose that inclusive leadership enables the effective
functioning of diverse work groups in ways that are not extensively or sufficiently addressed by
other leadership theories. Their work is built on Optimal Distinctiveness Theory (ODT) and
social identity theory (Brewer, 1991). These authors conceived of inclusive leadership as a set of
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behaviors by leaders that focus on facilitating group members feeling part of the group –
belongingness – and retaining their sense of individuality – uniqueness – while contributing to
the group’s efforts and outcomes. Through its emphasis on accepting women and individuals of
color (belongingness) while simultaneously valuing each member for their unique attributes,
perspectives, and contributions, inclusive leadership ultimately results in high performance.
Earlier leadership theories have not addressed the fundamental need of group members to
at once belong and be valued for their uniqueness (Randel et al., 2018). The work of Randel et al
(2018) contributes to the literature by providing a theoretically grounded model of inclusive
leadership; by providing theoretical distinctions between inclusive leadership and other forms of
leadership; and by contributing to theory on diversity and social identity by proposing
explanations. Like Shore et al (2011) and Mor Barak (2016), Randel et al (2018) define
inclusion as the degree to which an employee perceives that they are an accepted and esteemed
member of the work group through experiences that satisfy both their need to belong and their
need to be unique. Roberson, Ryan and Ragins (2017) also suggested that in order to promote
equality of opportunity and treatment in the workplace, treating people the same is not enough.
Miller and Katz (2007) support this, stating that “an organization is inclusive when everyone has
a sense of belonging, feels respected, valued and seen for who they are as individuals, and
experience a supportive energy and commitment from leaders, colleagues, and stakeholders so
that all people – individually and collectively – can do their best at work” (p. 9). According to
Chin (2010), positive ethnic identity is correlated with high self-efficacy.
Nembhard and Edmondson (2006) define the behavior required by leaders in order to be
inclusive as “words and deeds exhibited by a leader or leaders that indicate an invitation and
appreciation for others’ contributions” (p. 947). They conceptualized inclusive leadership as

25
capturing “attempts by leaders to include others in discussions and decisions in which their
voices and perspectives might otherwise be absent” (Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006, p. 947).
Inclusive leaders model openness and promote their own accessibility in interactions with
followers (Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006). According to Cockerell (2009):
The organization of the future will have caring, humble, inclusive leaders who understand
what is expected of them and who are held accountable for conducting themselves
professionally and serving their employees. That requires leaders to do all of the
following: make their employees feel special; appreciate how difficult their jobs are,
both physically and mentally; treat them as individuals; show employees complete and
total respect; and provide every opportunity for appropriate training and development (p.
248)
Randel et al., (2018) build upon this concept, asserting that inclusive leaders engage in
behaviors that respond to group members’ simultaneous desire for uniqueness and belongingness
within a team or work group. Their definition “highlights the simultaneous need to facilitate
perceptions that uniqueness is valued (i.e., such that group members perceive that they are
valued for being unique as a result of leader behaviors in addition to perceiving that they
belong)” (Randel et al., 2018, p. 193); these behaviors will foster a sense of belongingness. They
argue that their concept is different from Nembhard and Edmondson’s (2006) conceptualization
in that the latter, while implying that group members are valued for their uniqueness, ultimately
emphasizes leader efforts to overcome status differences in teams in order to ensure that all feel
comfortable speaking up. Randel et al., (2018) posit that leader efforts are explicitly focused on
fostering perceptions of both uniqueness and belongingness on the part of group members. “We
place an emphasis on the experience of group members in relation to the work group in our
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conceptualization of inclusive leadership. Inclusive leaders facilitate perceptions of inclusion not
only by engaging in behaviors directed towards work group members, but also by serving as a
role model and reinforcing such behaviors among group members” (Randel et al., 2018, p. 193).
Inclusive Leader Behaviors.
In a diverse and inclusive work environment, leaders must develop a multicultural
perspective and a deep understanding of those who are different from themselves (Connerley &
Pedersen, 2005). To aid this development, Randel et al., (2018), in their work, suggest that there
are five categories of inclusive leadership behavior. Three categories relate to belongingness and
two relate to uniqueness.
Valuing belongingness.
The first category, facilitating belongingness, involves supporting group members;
ensuring that group members experience justice and equity; and providing opportunities for all
group members to participate in shared decision-making (Randel et al., 2018). Specifically,
supporting group members entails leaders making members feel welcome and comfortable and
communicating that they have the interests of the members in mind (Randel et al., 2018;
Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006; Mor Barak & Cherin, 1998). This is accomplished when
leaders create a comfortable environment; express support for members and their opinions; and
role-model care and acceptance in group settings. Practically speaking, this includes employing
inclusive practices such as checking in with members at the beginning of each day or asking
group members to share what they value about being part of a group (Randel et al., 2018).
Ensuring justice and equity involves leaders treating members of the group fairly, thereby
demonstrating that all members of the group are valued (Randel et al., 2018; Lind & Tyler, 1988;
Sabharwal, 2014). This is accomplished when leaders demonstrate respect for each individual
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group member; proactively consider how their decisions could unintentionally negatively impact
group members; and through their influence create systems that ensure equity and justice at the
group level (Randel et al., 2018). Practically speaking, this might involve leaders seeking out
member preferences for group tasks; constructing group gatherings – formal and informal – that
respect group members’ life circumstances, such as religion and family obligations; and creating
promotional opportunities that allow all to compete on equal footing with one another (Randel et
al., 2018).
Shared decision-making fosters belongingness when a leader emphasizes shared power,
broad consultation on decisions, and soliciting input into how work can best be conducted by a
group (Mor Barak, 2016; Randel et al., 2018; Mor Barak & Cherin, 1998; Nembhard &
Edmondson, 2006; Nishi, 2013). As a practical matter, this may include group participation in
major decisions; opportunities to reflect on different perspectives; intentional checking-in points
in a group process; and developing a checklist that ensures participation (Randel et al., 2018).
“By creating decision-making sharing practices that become a part of the group’s norms, leaders
can embed inclusion into the contextual make-up of the group” (Randel et al., 2018).
Indicating value for uniqueness.
Much of the literature on inclusion tends to emphasize belongingness over uniqueness;
however, the two are equally important (Randel et al., 2018). Uniqueness has to do with what
individual members bring to a group that they do not have in common with other members of the
group, including both identities and perspectives. A leader can achieve demonstrating value for
uniqueness by encouraging diverse contributions to the work group and helping individual group
members bring their talents and perspectives fully to the table when participating as members of
a group. “Indicating value for uniqueness provides group members not only with the opportunity
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for self-definition, but also with a sense of self-worth that otherwise is lacking when only
encouraging perceptions of belongingness” (Randel et al., 2018, p. 194).
Inclusive leaders must encourage diverse contributions in order to create an environment
where uniqueness is valued. This can be accomplished by creating an environment that
acknowledges, welcomes, and accepts different approaches, styles, perspectives, and experiences
(Winters, 2014). Soliciting different points of view, forming positive relationships with
individual group members, and recognizing the ways in which each individual contributes to the
group are practical approaches that inclusive leaders can take to promote the value of uniqueness
among group members (Randel et al., 2018).
Inclusive leaders can also promote the value of uniqueness by enabling group members to
contribute fully. The ways in which inclusive leaders accomplish this are numerous. Examples
include engaging in private conversations with individual group members to understand their
respective strengths; supporting those who may require assistance or non-traditional methods in
order to complete tasks (e.g., people with disabilities); and ensuring that group members are able
to bring their full and authentic selves to the workplace each day (Randel et al., 2018). Randel et
al (2018) asserted that there are certain characteristics that have the potential to increase the
likelihood of a leader engaging in inclusive behaviors. “Specifically, pro-diversity beliefs,
humility, and cognitive complexity should increase the likelihood that individuals will engage in
inclusive leadership” (Randel et al., 2018, p. 197).
As is common in workplaces throughout the world, individuals hold different beliefs with
respect to the challenges, opportunities and benefits associated with working in a diverse
environment. Some view the role of diversity positively, in that it brings different beliefs,
viewpoints and perspectives that add value and challenge group members to think differently
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(Randel et al., 2018). Others may view the dimension of diversity negatively; concluding that it
creates conflicts, challenges group norms, adds unnecessary complexity, and threatens
established group identities (Knippenberg, Haslam, & Platow, 2007). The former – those who
view diversity as having positive impacts on group dynamics and outcomes – possess prodiversity beliefs. Randel et al., (2018) suggest that these beliefs stem from previous experiences,
such as exposure to other cultures, and personality attributes, such as openness to experiences
and tolerance for ambiguity. Pro-diversity beliefs acknowledge differences between individual
members of groups.
Randel et al., (2018) also theorize that leader humility is positively related to inclusive
leadership and will increase the likelihood that a leader will engage in inclusive behaviors.
Nielsen, Marrone and Slay (2010) define humility as the leader having the ability to recognize
that not all relationships center on them. Nielsen et al., (2010) further define leader humility as
possessing a high level of clarity about one’s own identity, strengths, and weaknesses. A highdegree of self-awareness, coupled with a low degree of self-focus is also necessary, as is
empathy, an openness to others’ and their experiences, and an appreciation for all individuals
(Davis et al., 2011). Consistent with social identity theory, leaders who practice humility place
the focus of concern on the group rather than on themselves (Turner J. C., Hogg, Oakes, Reicher,
& Wetherell, 1987). Such leaders embrace the uniqueness of members of their group versus
viewing it as a threat to themselves or to the group. Humility is connected to inclusive
leadership when a leader has the ability to welcome others and to see the unique strengths and
characteristics of members of their group (Randel et al., 2018).
Randel et al., (2018) also argued that cognitive complexity is positively related to
inclusive leadership. Building on Bieri (1955), they defined cognitive complexity as one’s
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ability to view the behavior and social information of others as multidimensional (Randel et al.,
2018). Leaders who possess high levels of cognitive complexity are able to recognize members’
strengths and limitations simultaneously without minimizing the potential of a group members to
contribute. They are sensitive to the needs of group members and are capable of managing
group dynamics such that individual members feel like they belong and are valued for their
uniqueness at the same time (Randel et al., 2018).
Social identity theory.
Randel et al., (2018) asserted that social identity theory logically precedes inclusive
leadership. Their work suggests that inclusive leadership is an extension of social identity theory
because it is possible to value an individual’s uniqueness within a group while also emphasizing
the importance of belonging within a group overall. In social identity theory, the self is reflexive
in that one can identify itself as an object and then categorize, classify, or name itself in
particular ways that relate to other social categories or classifications (Stets & Burke, 2000).
This process is called self-categorization (Turner et al., 1987), and through this process, an
identity is formed. Furthermore, a social identity is a person's knowledge that he or she belongs
to a social category or group (Hogg & Abrams, 1988). A social group is a set of individuals who
hold a common social identification or view themselves as members of the same social category.
Through a social comparison process, persons who are similar to the self are categorized with the
self and are labeled the in-group; persons who differ from the self are categorized as the outgroup (Turner et al., 1987). As it relates to inclusive leadership, pro-diversity beliefs are
grounded in social identity theory in that they offer a way for leaders to promote positive social
identity for the group (Hogg & Terry, 2000).
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Social dialogue.
In addition to possessing pro-diversity beliefs, a willingness to engage in social dialogue
also plays a role in inclusive leadership approaches (Arenas A. , Di Marco, Munduate, &
Euwema, 2017). In their work, Arenas, Di Marco, Munduate, and Euwema (2017) examined the
role that social dialogue plays in fostering inclusion in organizations. Fundamental to their work
is the notion that organizations need to be in continuous and sustainable change in order to foster
inclusiveness (Arenas et al., 2017). Their model of continuous change includes the following
elements: engage stakeholders across all units within an organization, familiarize the
stakeholders with strategy, show them how to adjust constantly to change, and encourage
accountability for sustainable change (Arenas et al., 2017)..
Social dialogue then, which is the daily dialogue between employees and employers
within organizations, recognizes that the most powerful interventions occur at the conversational
level. The goal of social dialogue is to promote consensus and involvement by stakeholders,
which contributes to a more social and fair work environment (Pender, Elgoibar, Munduate,
Garcia, & Euwema, 2017). Social dialogue calls for the constructive exchange of ideas through
dialogue, which promotes a change of attitudes, behaviors, and competence in diversity and
inclusion, and develops effective organizational responses in the form of policies and procedures,
which improve the inclusion of under-represented groups in the workplace (Pender et al., 2017)
Inclusive leadership in the workplace
Scholars argue there is a strong need for inclusive leadership in the workplace because it
contributes to organizational effectiveness. “A need to enable an inclusive education in the form
of leadership and pedagogic development is therefore not only desirable as a policy option or
political ideal, but rather is more urgently and increasingly seen as an immediate and practical
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imperative” (Rayner, 2009). Real inclusion, according to Arenas et al (2017), reduces costs
associated with turnover, absenteeism, and low productivity; adds to market share by increasing
the diversity of customers; increases sales, profits, and performance; and mitigates the legal risk
resulting from harassment and discrimination grievances. Furthermore, there exists both a values
case and a business case for inclusion in the workplace. The values case pertains to inclusivity
being the right things to do; the business case relates to inclusion being the smart thing to do
(Arenas et al., 2017). Both are important; they do not contradict one another; and they
complement each other (Arenas et al., 2017).
Inclusive leadership traits.
Using Korn Ferry’s Four Dimensions of Leadership, Tapia (2019) developed the profile
of an inclusive leader through the lenses of cultural drivers, experiences, traits, and
competencies. Inclusive leaders are aware of their cultural drivers – their preferences for how to
get things done, how they interact with others, and how they understand the world – and how
those preferences have been shaped by their unique and diverse experiences (Tapia, 2019). The
key traits or personality preferences include flexibility, adaptability, curiosity, openness, and
authenticity. The key competencies – behaviors and skills – can be organized into five essential
disciplines that have a progressive impact on the organization based on the leader’s ability to
harness and manage diversity. The five essential disciplines are openness and awareness;
actively promoting diversity; building a trusting and open culture; influencing effectively; and
driving results (Tapia, 2019). Inclusive leaders exercising the first essential discipline –
openness and awareness – commit to recognizing and addressing their biases. They also seek to
increase their knowledge and understanding of the implications of demographic changes on
themselves, their teams, and their organization. As a result, they are better equipped to practice
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curiosity and empathy, which is needed to compare and contrast how others may be similar or
different from them (Tapia, 2019). The second essential discipline – actively promoting
diversity – is defined as advocating effectively for diversity, fully embracing the business case
for diversity, and championing initiatives that make inclusion an organizational priority. Such
leaders establish tangible diversity goals, including developing others, demanding diverse slates
of candidates for jobs, sponsoring affinity groups, and acting as role models and advocates for
program changes that create accountability for diversity and inclusion in an organization. The
third essential discipline is building trust and an open culture. As companies hire more diverse
talent, the increased heterogeneity can result in discord and risk of exclusion if people are unable
to come together. This occurs when those different from the mainstream do not feel included.
Unless this stage is mastered, diversity’s real benefits will not be realized (Tapia, 2019). The
fourth essential discipline – influencing effectively – requires the ability to leverage diversity to
achieve greater influence across the organization, to balance stakeholders, to be situationally
adaptable, and to be organizationally savvy. For inclusive leaders to have this
type of organizational impact, they must understand how their preferred cultural drivers may (or
may not) be helpful and productive when working with team members and parts of an
organization with different cultural and experiential perspectives (Tapia, 2019). The last
essential discipline – driving results – is characterized by the ability of inclusive leaders to
leverage the vast potential of their diverse workforces to enter new markets, to innovate in
products, services, and processes, and to drive greater purpose and vision.
Similarly, in their work on behalf of the consulting firm Deloitte, Dillon and Bourke
(2016) argue that inclusive leadership is about the following: treating people and groups fairly
and on the basis of their unique characteristics rather than on stereotypes; personalizing
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individuals by understanding and valuing the uniqueness of others while embracing them as
members of the group; and successfully leveraging the thinking of diverse groups for optimal
performance and decision-making. Dillon and Bourke (2016) identified six traits associated with
inclusive leadership. The first trait, commitment, is defined as leaders having a high
commitment to diversity and inclusion because these objectives align with their personal values
and connect to the business case for diversity. The second trait, courage, is the ability to speak
up and challenge the status quo while practicing humility with respect to one’s own strengths and
weaknesses. The third trait, cognizance of bias, is defined as the ability to recognize one’s
personal and organizational blind-spots, being mindful of them, and self-regulating to help
ensure fairness. The fourth trait, curiosity, has to do with maintaining an open mind, combined
with a strong desire to understand how others view and experience the work and a high tolerance
for ambiguity. The fifth trait, cultural intelligence, is defined as the leader’s ability to be
confident and effective in working and communicating across cultures. Finally, the sixth trait,
collaborative, is about the ability to empower individuals while also harnessing the thinking of
diverse groups (Dillon & Bourke, 2016).
Table 1. Comparison of Inclusive Leader Traits by Korn Ferry (Tapia, 2019) and
Deloitte (Dillon & Bourke, 2016).
Korn Ferry Five Essential Disciplines
(Tapia, 2019)
Open and aware: Self-aware, develops self,
values differences, global mindset
Actively promotes difference: Attracts
diverse talent, develops all talent, builds
effective diverse teams
Builds a trusting and open culture:
Courageous, manages conflict, collaborates,
instills trust

Deloitte Six Signature Traits of Inclusive
Leadership (Dillon & Bourke, 2016)
Courage: Humility and bravery
Collaboration: Empowerment, teaming, voice

Cognizance of bias: Self-regulation, fair play
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Influences effectively: situationally
adaptable, persuasive, balances stakeholders,
organizationally savvy
Optimizes organizational performance:
Drives vision and purpose, drives results,
cultivates innovation

Commitment: Personal values, belief in the
business case
Cultural intelligence: Drive, knowledge,
adaptability
Curiosity: Openness, perspective-taking,
coping with ambiguity

Inclusive leadership versus other leadership styles
For the purposes of this project, it is important to consider what inclusive leadership is
not. Nembhard and Edmondson’s (2006) concept of inclusive leadership is defined as efforts by
leaders to include others in discussions and decisions in which their voices and perspectives
might otherwise be absent. Contrast this concept with contemporary leadership theories such as
transformational, charismatic, participative management, and team leadership, which emphasize
engaging the follower. “In all instances, the leader inspires and motivates followers” (Chin,
2010, p. 153). These models, however, have little to say about diversity, equity, or social justice.
They do not emphasize the importance of inclusion or the removal of obstacles to follower
success. “A leader is successful when he or she can create an organizational culture responsive
to the social contexts expected by its followers” (Chin, 2010, p. 153).
Different from coaching.
Nembhard and Edmondson (2006) state that inclusive leadership is different from
coaching in that inclusive leaders include others in discussions and decisions in which their
voices might otherwise be absent. De Haan, Duckworth, Birch and Jones (2013) define coaching
as a form of leadership development that takes place through a series of contracted one-to-one
conversations with a qualified “coach.” Coaching aspires to be a form of organization and
leadership development that results in a high occurrence of relevant, actionable, and timely
outcomes for clients. Coaching is tailored to individuals so that they learn and develop through a
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reflective conversation within an exclusive relationship that is trusting, safe, and supportive.
Coaching is therefore substantially different from the more conventional training and
development that is characterized by the imparting of actionable information, instruction, and
advice. Sugiyama, Cavanaugh, van Esch, Billimoria and Brown (2016) suggest that coaching
focuses on the relational while inclusive leadership approaches are identity based. While both
are important to leadership development, an identity-based approach values both the uniqueness
and belonging needs of diverse identities, which can lead to greater business effectiveness in the
long-term (Sugiyama, Cavanaugh, van Esch, Billimoria, & Brown, 2016).
Different from participative management.
Participative management dates back to the mid-20th century. Participative management
is defined as involving subordinates in the decision-making process (Anthony, 1978). It places
an emphasis on actively involving employees and using their expertise and creativity to resolve
critical managerial issues. Participative management uses the concept of shared authority to
delegate both decision-making and responsibility from managers to employees in such a way that
it does not result in a loss of managerial power or oversight. In the past, organizations employed
participative management to increase effectiveness and efficiency. It enabled both employees
and customers to influence policies and procedures, which subsequently improved morale and
satisfaction (Anthony, 1978). Employees who participated in this type of managerial process
demonstrated greater trust in management. Teamwork was viewed as essential to resolving
issues. Barriers to participation, such as the lack of a reward structure, could be overcome with
training and a supportive climate (Anthony, 1978).
Inclusive leadership, on the other hand, encompasses behaviors that promote the
inclusion of all team members in discussions and decisions and in which their divergent
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perspectives and opinions are explicitly valued and encouraged (Nembhard & Edmondson,
2006). It is a relational leadership style (Niishi & Mayer, 2009) and is related to participative
leadership, which involves consultation with followers and the use of shared decision‐making
mechanisms, as well as some aspects of transformational leadership. Leader inclusiveness is
differentiated from the participative management construct by its explicit focus on situations that
are characterized by status or power differences, and its attention to behaviors that acknowledge
the value of diversity in others’ views (Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006). Inclusive leadership
differs from participative leadership, as it reflects behaviors specifically directed toward valuing
the different, often conflicting, viewpoints, and ideas of all members within team interactions
when their views may otherwise be disregarded (Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006). Leader
inclusiveness has been established as a critical leadership behavior in teams (Hirek, Peng,
Carmeli, & Schaubroeck, 2012) and is particularly relevant in diverse teams (Niishi & Mayer,
2009); however, the mechanisms explaining its impact have yet to be fully explored.
Different from other forms of leadership.
Inclusive leadership is also different from other forms of traditionally studied leadership,
including transformational, servant, authentic, and so forth. For example, inclusive leaders
behave in ways that collectively facilitate all group members’ perceptions of belongingness and
encourage group members to leverage their uniqueness to achieve positive group outcomes.
Transformational leaders, on the other hand, “influence group members by enhancing and
promoting followers’ goals and providing them with confidence to perform beyond
expectations” (Dvir, Eden, Avolio, & Shamir, 2002, p. 735). Inclusive leadership also differs
from transformational leadership in that, while transformational leaders challenge existing
assumptions and stimulate new ideas, as well as provide personal encouragement and support
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(Bass, 1985), inclusive leaders focus on a specific strategy of openness and accessibility to create
a dynamic that promotes a diversity of opinions in the context of collective team goals.
According to Chin (2010), contemporary leadership theories such as transformational,
charismatic, participative management, and team leadership emphasize engaging the follower.
“In all instances, the leader inspires and motivates followers” (Chin, 2010, p. 153). In addition,
“a leader is successful when he or she can create an organizational culture responsive to the
social contexts expected by its followers” (Chin, 2010, p. 153). These models, however, have
little to say about diversity, equity, or social justice. They do not emphasize the importance of
inclusion or the removal of obstacles to follower success (Chin, 2010). This, however, is
changing slowly. Leadership theorists are including the ability to be flexible in response to a
changing world as one of the criteria for effective leadership (Chin, 2010). A focus on teams and
team-member diversity has become part of leadership and management training (Rodrigues,
2001). Table 2 below outlines the differences between these forms of leadership in comparison
with inclusive leadership.
Table 2. Comparison of Leadership Constructs to Inclusive Leadership: Characteristics
and Behaviors (Randel et al., 2018).
Leadership
Construct
Inclusive
Leadership

Characteristics

Sample Behaviors

Behaviors that
collectively facilitate
all group members’
perceptions of
belongingness to the
work group and that
encourage group
members
contributing their
uniqueness to

-Supporting
individuals as group
members
-Promoting
individuals diverse
contributions to the
group
-Helping individuals
fully provide their
unique perspectives

Key differences
with Inclusive
Leadership
N/A
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achieving positive
group outcomes
Transformational Influences members
leadership
“by broadening and
elevating followers’
goals and providing
them with
confidence to
perform beyond the
expectations
specified in the
implicit or explicit
exchange
agreement” (Dvir,
Eden, Avolio, &
Shamir, 2002, p.
735)
Empowering
leadership

“Behaviors whereby
power is shared with
subordinates and
that raise their level
of intrinsic
motivation”
(Srivastava, Bartol,
& Locke, 2006, p.
1240)

Servant leader

Deemphasizes the
self-interests of the
individual in the
leader role and
instead is focused on
the moral
responsibility of the
individual to create
success for the
organization,
members, and other
stakeholders, such as
customers and the
community (Erhart,

and abilities to the
work of the group
-Challenging
members
assumptions
-Sharing compelling
vision
-Developing
members
-Establishing
difficult goals (Bass,
The Bass Handbook
of Leadership:
Theory, Research,
and Managerial
Applications, 2008)
(Dvir, Eden, Avolio,
& Shamir, 2002)
-Leading by example
Teaching how to
solve problems
-Coaching
-Showing that he/she
cares (Arnold, Arad,
Rhoades, &
Drasgow, 2000)
(Srivastava, Bartol,
& Locke, 2006)

-Behaving ethically
-Putting members
first
-Helping members
grow and succeed
-Creating value for
the community
(Liden, Erdogan,
Wayne, & Sparrowe,
2006)

Transformational
leadership is
focused on
motivating and
developing
members based on
the organization’s
needs while
inclusive leadership
is focused on
accepting members
for who they are
and allowing them
to contribute their
unique abilities and
perspectives
Empowering
leadership relies on
the sharing of
power, teaching,
and coaching,
whereas inclusive
leadership fosters
belongingness and a
sense that the
individual can
contribute based on
what makes him or
her unique
Servant leadership
focuses on
developing and
creating success for
the members but not
necessarily on
tending to member
needs for work
group
belongingness or
uniqueness
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Authentic
leadership

Leader-member
exchange

2004) (Greenleaf,
1977)
“Behavior that
draws upon and
promotes both
positive
psychological
capacities and a
positive ethical
climate, to foster
greater selfawareness, an
internalized moral
perspective,
balanced processing
of information, and
relational
transparency on the
part of leaders
working with
followers, fostering
self-development”
(Walumbwa, Avolio,
Gardner, Wernsing,
& Peterson, 2008, p.
91)
Explains that leaders
form relationships
with members that
vary in quality, and
that these
relationships “reflect
the extent to which
the leader and
subordinate
exchange resources
and support beyond
what is expected
based on the formal
employment
contract” (Liden,
Erdogan, Wayne, &
Sparrowe, 2006, p.
723)

-Telling members the
hard truth
-Displaying genuine
emotions
-Making decisions
based on core values
-Listening carefully
(Walumbwa, Avolio,
Gardner, Wernsing,
& Peterson, 2008)

Authentic
leadership relies on
authentic leader
actions and
behavior. In
contrast, inclusive
leadership is
focused on ensuring
the members
experience
acceptance and are
able to contribute
their unique talents
and perspectives

-Helping members
know where they
stand with him/her
-Understanding
member problems
and needs
-Recognizing
member potential
-Helping members
overcome problems
(Scandura & Graen,
1984)

LMX is focused on
facilitating the
positive exchange
of resources and
support between
leaders and
members. In
contrast, inclusive
leadership creates
feelings of
belongingness and a
sense that the
individual’s ability
to contribute his or
her uniqueness is
valued and
welcomed by the
organization
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Diversity as it Relates to Inclusive Leadership
It is important to note that diversity leadership differs from inclusive leadership, although
there is overlap. As evidenced by Randel et al (2018) and Shore et al (2011), an inclusive
leadership style requires an appreciation for and understanding of diversity. In addition, Hogg
and Terry (2000) cite pro-diversity beliefs as central to leader inclusiveness. Inclusion is the
perception that employees are respected and valued members of a work group or organization
because of treatment that satisfies a member’s need for belongingness and uniqueness (Randel et
al., 2018).
Diversity approaches tend to focus on compliance and controlling managers’ behaviors,
which can further activate bias (Randel et al., 2018). According to Nielsen and Huang (2009),
“We understand diversity to be the fact of difference within an organization or group” (p. 4).
Attention to diversity should not be simply about underrepresentation. It should not be about
tracking the presence or absence of leaders from diverse groups. According to Chin (2010):
Attention to diversity means expanding the traditional leadership paradigms of traits,
situations, and systems to include those of individuals from diverse identity groups. It
means examining what leaders from such groups might bring to their styles of leadership
that might be different from those of majority group leaders; it means examining the
congruence between diverse individuals’ perceptions and expectations regarding
leadership and those of more traditional leaders; it means examining how the different
cultural experiences of leaders from diverse groups shape their exercise of leadership; it
means expanding the traits and contexts that might define effective leadership. Most of
all it means examining how our theories of leadership can address what constitutes
effective leadership in a changing, global, and diverse society. (p. 152)

42
An inclusive approach is not about assimilation; it is about valuing differences in the
workplace (Randel et al., 2018). It is “the intentional act on the part of diverse members of an
organization to make this differences a part of the group’s status quo of effectiveness” (Nielsen
& Huang, 2009, p. 4). Inclusive leaders are fluent leaders. “Fluent leadership is key to
embedding inclusivity into an organization’s cultural operating system. Fluent leaders
continuously surface how disparity, power, dynamics, and inequality are allowed to thrive in an
organization’s culture through transparent assessment, self-critique, and adjustment” (Nielsen &
Huang, 2009, p. 6).
Ultimately, simply being diverse is not enough; inclusion must be fostered in
organizations. Woods (2002) described inclusion as the way an organization creates
opportunities, decisions, communication, and interactions to utilize the full potential of its
diverse workforce. Inclusive organizations implement practices and goals in which people from
different backgrounds and perspectives feel welcomed and treated equally (Arenas et al., 2017).
Inclusive organizations foster the development of values that empower open-mindedness, foster
constructive conflict, embrace new perspectives, and avoid judgment, which results in social
innovation (Arenas et al., 2017).
In developing diversity management that promotes inclusion, organizations must focus
on the multiple stakeholders, the business environment, and the stage of organizational change
(Randel et al., 2018). If the business environment is supportive, the stakeholders have a voice
and participation. There is also a true commitment to diversity and inclusion, which allows an
organization to move toward a greater level of sophistication (Randel et al., 2018).
Research to distinguish further between diversity and inclusion is needed (Roberson,
Ryan, & Ragins, 2017). According to Chin (2010), “The social justice movements of the 20th
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century ushered in a commitment to diversity in our nation’s institutions and communities” (p.
150). Yet scholars note that while inclusive leadership literature is still evolving, traditional
leadership approaches are not addressing the importance of diversity. “Theories of leadership
have neglected diversity issues” (Chin, 2010, p. 150).
While research exists on the impact of differences among group members in
organizations, there is little research on the impact of organizational programs created to manage
these differences (Randel et al., 2018). We have yet to discover fully the best practices aimed at
achieving real inclusion, or when and why program and policies lead to negative impacts based
on stereotypes (Randel., et al., 2018). Simply being diverse is no longer enough; inclusion needs
to be fostered.
Inclusive Behavior in Organizations
The literature examining precisely how inclusive leadership is practiced within an
organization is scant. In general, all leaders should be accountable for diversity. In terms of age,
gender, ethnicity, and race, diversity brings richness and strength to an organization. This is not
just a “nice-to-do;” it is a strategic advantage…’ (Spillet, 2009, p. 220). Ng and Sears (2012)
note that organizational leaders make decisions that influence organizational outcomes and
performance; this extends to diversity management choices. Ng and Sears (2012) examined the
effects of three sets of CEO characteristics regarding the implementation of diversity
management practices: leadership styles (transformational and transactional); value orientation;
and age. They found that CEOs characteristics played a significant role in the design and
implementation of organizational diversity practices. They suggest further that it is important “to
appeal to the social values of leaders when communicating the benefits of adopting diversity
management practices” (Ng & Sears, 2012, p. 49).
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Cockerell (2009) suggests there are ten ways to foster an inclusive environment:
1. Know your team by getting to know your employees as people
2. Engage your team by actively soliciting their input
3. Develop your team through understanding how each team member can benefit from
training and development
4. Greet people sincerely by showing care and accessibility
5. Build community by leveraging what is important to each member
6. Listen to understand by positioning yourself to listen and letting people know you care,
even if you cannot offer an immediate solution
7. Communicate clearly, directly and honestly by saying what you mean and ensuring you
have been understood
8. Hear all voices by allowing and encouraging people to have a voice
9. Speak up when others are excluded and bring them in
10. Be brave enough to do the right thing (pp. 245-257)
Non-profit organizations.
In their work on examining inclusion in the nonprofit sector, Nielsen and Huang (2009)
note that nonprofit organizations are examining how diversity and inclusion are defined,
discussed, and acted upon. Nonprofit organizations and philanthropic foundations have
diversified both staff and boards of directors. This diversification began in the 1980s, when
organizations defined diversity as bringing people of color, women, individuals of diverse sexual
identities, and members of otherwise under-represented groups into positions of leadership.
More recently, nonprofit organizations have changed their focus to inclusion, or encouraging and
institutionalizing the differences that diversity offers as a way to achieve an organization’s
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mission, vision, and goals (Nielsen & Huang, 2009). Yet “truly adequate representation of
diverse groups in decision-making positions remains an aspiration rather than an
accomplishment” (Nielsen & Huang, 2009, p. 5).
In part, this is related to the idea that organizations are intrinsically conservative (Nielsen
& Huang, 2009). They resist change in general. They house cultures that over time, establish
hierarchies of power, value, and recognition (Nielsen & Huang, 2009). Organizations create
norms that define what is different or outside of normal. ”Whoever gets to ’name normal’
controls the boundaries and disciplines of diversity and inclusion, the status quo of what and who
is valued” (Nielsen & Huang, 2009, p. 4). While transformative, diversity is also at first
disruptive to an organization. It challenges, opens up, and redefines that status quo. This can be
either liberating or uncomfortable, depending upon where one resides within an organizational
structure (Nielsen & Huang, 2009). For nonprofit organizations, the retention of leaders and
board members of color is an ongoing challenge (Nielsen & Huang, 2009); boards continue to be
majority white and male.
Education.
Educational institutions are also examining how to define and practice inclusive
leadership. According to Rayner (2009), to achieve social justice and equity in educational
settings, organizations must remove barriers to learning, develop accessible curriculum, and
foster consensus in a community. “It is not possible to achieve this only by means of
assimilation or an attempt at eliminating differences or reducing diversity in the learning
community” (Rayner, 2009, p. 440). Historically, educational institutions have utilized this
approach. “The typical response to managing educational diversity is one involving forceful
assimilation into a dominant national culture” (Rayner, 2009, p. 440). Instead, there is a need to
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emphasize and integrate an awareness of diversity, along with its value as a potential resource,
into educational management (Rayner, 2009).
Rayner (2009) further constructed a model of inclusive leadership for school principals
and educational leaders. First, an emphasis on continuous learning is required on the part of
leaders who desire to be inclusive. Learning leadership is defined as a process “largely
comprised of information gathering, direction-finding, and sense-making…. It is an action
utilizing the past, both in terms of local and global history, synthesizing new knowledge, and
applying ideas in strategic form” (Rayner, 2009, p. 438). Inclusive leadership, he argued,
involves every member of an educational setting in a learning leadership role. “The goal for
inclusive leadership is the management of a cultural integrity and a parity of esteem for members
of the learning organization/community” (Rayner, 2009, p. 441). The above exploration of
inclusive leadership as it relates to a multitude of other topics and issues, and the challenges with
convincing organizations to implement it, reinforces the need for a different way to think about
developing inclusive leadership within organizations.
Art-based Research to Explore the Development and Practice of Inclusive Leadership
My approach to this study is art-based; I used music to explore the development and
practice of inclusive leadership by women. The development of art-based inquiry in the
academic domain draws on conceptualizations by Eisner (1998), who argues that there are
multiple ways of knowing; that knowledge is made and not simply discovered; and that inquiry
will be more complete as researchers increase the range of ways in which they investigate,
describe, and interpret the world and their experiences. The term “art-based” serves as an
umbrella for a variety of related terms, which are captured in Table 3 below.

47
Table 3. Partial Lexicology of Terms for Arts-Based Research (Chilton & Leavy, 2014).
Arts-Based Research

Also Known As:
A/r/tography
Alternative forms of representation
Aesthetically based research
Aesthetic research practice
Art as inquiry
Art practice as research
Arts-based inquiry
Art-based research
Artistic inquiry
Arts-based research (ABR)
Arts-based social research (ABSR)
Arts-based qualitative inquiry
Arts in qualitative research
Arts-based educational research (ABER)
Arts-based health research (ABHR)
Arts-based research practices
Arts-informed inquiry
Arts-informed research
Critical arts-based inquiry
Living inquiry
Performative inquiry
Poetic science
Practice-based research
Research-based art (RBA)
Research-based practice
Scholartistry
Transformative inquiry through art

According to Leavy (2018), the process of art-based inquiry involves the researcher
engaging in art as a way of knowing. The form of inquiry chosen is informed by the belief that
art can impact social science goals. “Art and science bear intrinsic similarities in their attempts
to explore, illuminate, and represent aspects of human life and the social and natural worlds of
which we are a part” (Leavy, Introduction to Arts-Based Research, 2018, p. 3). Further, artbased research refers to the use of artistic expression as a primary mode of inquiry within the
research process (Barone & Eisner, 2012; Leavy, 2009; McNiff, 2013). In this type of research,
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the arts do not typically supplement other primary research methods or act simply as data points.
Rather, the arts work to push the research forward through all parts of the process, including
creating and exploring the research question(s) as well as analysis procedures.
McNiff (1998) went on to define art-based research as “the systematic use of the artistic
process, the actual making of artistic expressions in all of the different forms of the arts, as a
primary way of understanding and examining the experiences of the people involved in a study”
(p. 29). Art-based inquiry involves gathering data for investigations that would normally utilize
more traditional scientific, verbal or mathematic descriptions and analyses of phenomena. The
researcher uses a form of art to create something and then systematically reflects on the
experience while comparing what they have done to the experience of others in the group
(McNiff, 1998). It is a process whereby the researcher engages with art as a way of knowing
(Leavy, 2018). According to Gerber, et al. (2012), art-based research recognizes that art is able
to convey truth or bring about awareness of self and of others; values “preverbal” ways of
knowing; and includes multiple ways of knowing such as sensory, kinesthetic, and imaginary
(Gerber, et al., 2012). Greenwood (2012) described art-based study as a robust approach through
which the research refines the processes in order to probe deeply into a particular issue, offering
the researcher the opportunity to make unintended discoveries and to uncover connections with
other concerns of the participants.
According to Bell and Desai (2011), the arts can help us remember, imagine, create, and
transform the practices that sustain oppression across history and locality. When focused
specifically on transforming oppression, the arts can play a prominent role in making visible the
stories, voices, and experiences of people who are disempowered by structures of dominance
(Bell & Desai, 2011). Furthermore, the arts can help us confront how we have learned to see and
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provide ways for looking at the world and ourselves in relation to it (Bell & Desai, 2011). The
arts, in other words, can “reconfigure the visible and its spectacular economies” in a way that
“disrupts the divisive social relations that exist in our society and open possibilities of
reconfiguring these divisions” (Hinderliter, Kaizen, Maimon, Monsoor, & McCormick, 2009, p.
11).
Finley (2005) placed art-based research in the domain of qualitative research, and
advocated art-based inquiry as a means of community inclusion in social investigation and as a
tool for political activism. According to Finley (2014), good critical art-based research “grasps
our imaginations, grabs ahold of our souls, and unabashedly strives to affect our very ways of
living, being, and co-being, as researchers, as social scientists, as people” (p. 531). It transforms
our identities and consequently offers new ways of expressing our evolving identities (Finley,
2014).
Critical Theory
Art-based research builds on critical theory, which engages in social critique (Cary,
2011). This critique develops increased understanding that leads to action aimed at achieving
justice. Critical theory provides a mechanism for understanding social institutions, like
education, and the ideas that surround them, like freedom and justice. It provides a set of tools
“for carrying out a critical analysis of the meanings and values of past and present human
conditions and for exploring possibilities for emancipatory action” (Cary, 2011 p. 9.) The heart
of critical theory, according to Cary (2011), is its concern for social justice through the
empowerment and emancipation of the oppressed. It accentuates openness to new and diverse
forms of knowledge. It promotes awareness of hidden means of oppression. It rejects the culture
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of positivism and accepts the idea that facts and values are indivisible. It holds that knowledge is
socially constructed and that knowledge and power are related.
In their work with graduate students, Osei-Kofi (2013) explained that art-based research
has the potential to facilitate creative, imaginative, anti-oppressive, participatory, and actionoriented approaches to examining a range of issues related to social and economic justice
nationally and transnationally. It assists the researcher with understanding how knowledge is
defined, the relationship of power to social inequities, modes of resistance to oppression, and
possibilities for radical praxis (Osei-Kofi, 2013). On the other hand, Osei-Kofi (2013) is careful
not to suggest that the use of art in research accomplishes all of this; rather, while art-based
research challenges the art-science divide – the dominant approaches to research – this is not the
equivalent of all art-based research being informed by an anti-oppressive or social justice stance
(Osei-Kofi, 2013).
According to Brown and Strega (2005), engagement in art-based practices that seek to
advance social justice requires a commitment to research as a form of resistance. It must be
informed by “a willingness to explore the emancipatory possibilities of new approaches to
research” (Brown & Strega, 2005, p. 1). Moreover, as Finley (2008) argued, the advancement of
art-based research as a movement will require “transformative discourses and actions … in order
to construct a social norm that arts-based research should be activist, engaged in public criticism,
and resistant to neoconservative discourses that threaten social justice” (p. 75). For educators
with a commitment to such a movement, art-based research offers new possibilities for coming
to know, for discovery of self and others, for creativity and embodiment of important work, for
consciousness-raising, for questioning, for community engagement, for social action, and
ultimately for social change (Bagley & Castro-Salazar, 2012). Art-based research offers the
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opportunity to “move … into new cultural spaces of understanding, resistance and hope” (Bagley
& Castro-Salazar, 2012, p. 257).
Music as a research tool.
For the purpose of this study, I enlisted music as the medium for participants to explore,
characterize, and reflect on their development and practice as inclusive women leaders. While
music is emerging as part of art-based research across multiple disciplines, Leavy (2015) asserts
that music has long been part of social research. Music has roots in anthropological studies of
folklore, for example, as well as in research encompassing music education (2015).
I chose music because it enables the subject to access truth and offer insight (Leavy,
2015). Songs and musical scores of all types have the ability to evoke emotions and memories,
as well as embody cultural rituals (Leavy, 2015). There is also a long-standing connection
between music and social justice (Bakan, 2013). Music has the power to connect people by
evoking emotions that in certain situations transcend language, economic, and other social
barriers (Leavy, 2015). According to Leavy (2015), music can also communicate a variety of
information and provide insight into:
particular historical periods, power relations, social struggles or movements, social or
resistance, and personal or collective experience related to any number of characteristics
or circumstance (e.g., racial or gender inequality, the experience of war, violence,
sexuality, euphoria or pain from drug use, or extreme ecstasy and pleasure).(p. 124)
Music as a means for sharing information about these experiences is now being used by
researchers who are creating research methodologies that use music as a model for data
gathering, analysis, and interpretation, as well as a form that may be textual or performance
based (Leavy, 2015). Given the barriers faced by women leaders seeking to practice inclusivity
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within their organizations, music is an appropriate tool for exploring their development and
practice as inclusive leaders.
Metaphor as a Mechanism for Meaning
Art-based research offers a new way of creating and making meaning out of a range of
issues, situations and problems. Art employs metaphor as a mechanism for understanding and
discussing what appears before the observer (Cary, 2011). According to Cary (2011), human
agency constructs meaning and value in art and is a reflection of social interaction. Creating a
metaphor is a way to make meaning and, in turn, is a means of learning by making connections
between shared symbols. “A metaphor is inherently polychotomous; one can use virtually
anything in a given context to stand for something else and thereby convey or transfer meaning,
or to attempt to convey meaning, subject to validation by engaged dialogue” (Cary, 2011, p.
106). The research indicates that metaphors are helpful because they enable us to verbalize and
communicate about new, and sometimes difficult, experiences (Mantere, Sillince, &
Hamalainen, 2007).
As humans, we understand a metaphor, even if we have never heard it before, if it is
presented within our cultural framework (Mantere, Sillince, & Hamalainen, 2007). In very early
work, Muller (1871) sought to demonstrate that metaphor has been shown to exert an important
influence upon the development of language. As meaning is transferred from one situation to
another, new words and meanings are created as root meanings are used to generate metaphors
that capture new understanding (Muller, 1871). In their work on metaphor and organizational
imagery, Morgan (1997) asserted that theories of organization and management are based on
implicit images or metaphors that lead us to see, understand, and manage organizations in
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distinctive yet partial ways. Morgan’s (1997) work seeks to demonstrate that metaphorical
thinking contributes to both the theory and the practice of management.
Metaphor in music.
Using music, participants in this study explored songs and song lyrics as metaphors that
represent the development and practice of inclusive leadership. Metaphors can describe the way
music makes us feel; they are both functional and analogous to that which we live and
experience. “Music captures the form or concept of human life and feeling. Musical form
resembles the logic of the dynamics of human experience or what Langer terms ‘living form’”
(Ferrara, 1991, p. 14). Bresler (2005) noted that musical metaphors can illuminate dimensions of
the social experience that other traditional research methods may not. According to Scruton
(1997), music is the intentional object of an experience that only rational beings can have. This
occurs only through the exercise of imagination. “To describe it we must have recourse to
metaphor, not because music resides in an analogy with other things, but because the metaphor
describes exactly what we hear, when we hear sounds as music” (Scruton, 1997, p. 96). Frith
(2011) noted that music, as an expressive medium distinct from others, offers numerous
interesting possibilities for thinking about metaphorical processes. “Music constructs our sense
of identity through the direct experiences it offers of the body, time, and sociability, experiences
which enable us to place ourselves in imaginative cultural narratives” (Frith, 2011, p. 124).
According to Krantz (1987), most people feel comfortable using metaphor to describe music:
We speak of singing strings, yaketty saxes and stride piano. Melodies may be sorrowful,
rhythms may be driving, and modulations may be bold. The issue is not how a particular
piece of music or a performance reflects the people, but how it produces them, how it
creates and constructs an experience – a musical experience, an aesthetic experience –
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that we can only make sense of by taking on both a subjective and a collective identity.
The aesthetic, to put this another way, describes the quality of an experience (not the
quality of an object); it means experiencing ourselves (not just the world) in a different
way. (p. 351)
In his work on the history of Black music in particular, Gilroy (1991) suggested that
music enables us to trace the means through which the unity of ethics and politics has been
reproduced as a form of folk knowledge. Music may “conjure up and enact the new modes of
friendship, happiness and solidarity that are consequent on the overcoming of the racial
oppression on which modernity and the duality of rational western progress as excessive
barbarity relied” (Gilroy, 1991, p. 113). It also creates opportunities for dialogue and experience
sharing (Gilroy, 1991).
With respect to pop music, Frith (2011) asserted that people experience this particular
type of music as an experience of identity. In response to a song, “we are drawn, haphazardly,
into emotional alliances with the performers and with the performers' other fans” (Frith, 2011, p.
121). Music is abstract and, therefore, “an individualizing form. We integrate songs into our
own lives and experiences; songs become immediately accessible” (Frith, 2011, p. 121).
Furthermore, music is a collective experience (Frith, 2011). We hear things as music because
their sounds follow or mimic a more or less familiar cultural logic. “Music, whether teenybop
for young female fans or jazz or rap for African-Americans or nineteenth century chamber music
for German Jews in Israel, stands for, symbolizes and offers the immediate experience of
collective identity” (Frith, 2011, p. 121). Music constructs our sense of identity through our
direct experiences, which enables us to place ourselves in imaginative cultural narratives (Frith,
2011). The fusion of imagination and experience marks also the integration of aesthetics and
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ethics. Given the range of musical expression and its independence from language, it is not
surprising that language about music is often metaphorical, nor that the topic of metaphor and
music has been touched on by a wide range of scholarly disciplines.
Music as a metaphor for organizational change.
The metaphor of music has many similarities with organizational change (Mantere,
Sillince, & Hamalainen, 2007). I chose music as an instrument, therefore, to explore moving to
more inclusive forms of leadership by women leaders within organizations. Like music,
organizational change moves through time; members of the organization react and respond to the
change, building and releasing tension (Mantere, Sillince, & Hamalainen, 2007). Several
musical metaphors have been utilized in organization studies, including strategic dissonance
(Burgelman & Grove, 1996), jazz improvisation (Senge, 1994), and musical time (Albert & Bell,
2002). According to Weick (1995), musical metaphor has the emancipatory potential to reduce
the anxiety caused by change to an individual organizational member, but has gone underutilized in traditional change management practices. People are motivated by the possibility to
avoid making painful change a self-fulfilling prophecy (Weick, 1995). Yet, often a great deal of
pain and discomfort are part of any organizational change. Music, as such, can also act as a
sensemaking device that allows the controlling of the experience of pain through the structuring
of the change experience (Weick, 1995). For all of the reasons outlined above, this project
utilized music as a metaphor for exploring the development and practice of inclusive leadership
by women in organizations.
Chapter Summary
The present research is aimed at exploring women and a multitude of leadership theories.
While research exists demonstrating changing demographics and the impact those changes are

56
having on a global basis, and considerable literature on the topic of women and leadership and
diversity and leadership also exists, inclusive leadership differs in that it emphasizes creating a
sense of belongingness and a culture of valuing what makes people unique in their organizations.
And although a number of studies have documented the experiences of women leaders, there is
little evidence to suggest that it has changed organizational practices to become more inclusive
or led to hiring more inclusive leaders, women in particular, in organizations. Additionally,
using music as a metaphor for exploring the dynamics of an organization and organizational
change exists, but does not explore the development and practice of inclusive leadership. By
examining the stories about the development and practice of inclusivity by women leaders as
elicited by music, a new and different way of thinking about and discussing inclusive leadership
in organizations will evolve. This study will be used as a framework to gain insight into the
experiences of participants, giving voice to their stories, and demonstrating how music reflects
their development and practice as inclusive leaders.
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CHAPTER III
Methodology
I used the constuctionist method to frame my qualitative dissertation research. According
to Crotty (1998), several assumptions comprise constructivism; three relate to this study: (1)
Because meaning is constructed by humans as they engage with the world they are interpreting,
qualitative researchers use open-ended questions so that participants can more fully share their
views; (2) humans engage with the world and derive sense from it based on their social and
historical perspectives; and (3) the basic generation of meaning is social, arising from
interactions within a human community. Therefore, the research interpretations and findings in
qualitative research are specific to a given context.
My approach to this study was both qualitative and art-based in order to create a narrative
of experiences. Epistemologically, art-based research is assumed to have the ability to make and
convey meaning (Leavy, Introduction to Arts-Based Research, 2018). My approach placed the
lived experiences of inclusive women leaders at the center of this project. It is social
constructionist in its orientation and engaged in open-ended and semi-structured interviews to
encourage participants to share their perceptions of inclusive leadership and how musical choices
and expression reflect their development and practice as inclusive leaders in their own words. In
qualitative research, questions are formulated to investigate complex topics in their context.
Data that provide rich descriptions of people, places, and conversations are collected (Bogdan &
Biklen, 2007). The purpose of this study was to describe and identify how musical choice, selfreflection, and self-expression inform or represent the development and practice of inclusive
leadership for six women leaders. A narrative, art-based inquiry approach was appropriate as it

58
allowed for the individual participants to tell their stories and express how society, culture, and
institutions shaped their experiences. The following research questions guided this study:
1. How does music tell the story of the development and practice of inclusion by
women leaders?
2. What are some of the commonalities and differences in stories of women leaders
as they describe, through music, their development and practice as inclusive
leaders?
3. What contributions can these stories make to the theory, development, and
practice of inclusive leadersehip?
This chapter presents an explanation of qualitative research, specifically art-based
enquiry to form a narrative, followed by a description of the mixtape, the primary data collection
method for this study. In addition, data collection, data analysis, confidentiality, the role of the
researcher, limitations, and delimitations are also discussed.
Qualitative Research
My topic focused on exploring the experiences of inclusive women leaders. Therefore,
narrative research offerd the best approach as it captures the lived experiences of the participants
(Creswell, 2013). According to (Glesne, 2016), “Qualitative research methods are used to
understand some social phenomenon from the perspective of those involved, to contextualize
issues in their socio-cultural milieu, and sometimes to transform or change social conditions” (p.
4). A qualitative design offered the best method for examining the lived experiences of inclusive
women leaders as it gives voice to an understudied group. By participating in this study,
inclusive women leaders were encouraged to share with others the experiences that have formed
their development and practice. This occurred through self-reflection and action (Freire, 1996).
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Qualitative research includes the voices of the participants, reflexivity of the researcher,
description, interpretation of the problem, and how it can contribute to the overall literature
(Cresswell, 2013). This approach acknowledges that critical information lies within the data
collected; through interactions, discussion, and interpretation with the participants the researcher
can identify themes and patterns to better understand human behavior (Creswell, 2013).
Furthermore, qualitative research is helpful when scholars wish to investigate phenomena and
experiences (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). Narratives can offer compelling stories that resonate
with others. The researcher is the primary tool to collect, analyze, interpret and present the data
(Creswell, 2013). As the researcher, I used my own professional experiences and love of music
to build rapport with the participants and develop trust. This assisted with developing solidarity
as I worked through the research process.
Qualitative inquiry and social justice: Critical qualitative inquiry
According to Denzin and Giardina (2009), qualitative inquiry can involve multiple
approaches and methods. “The multiple interpretive methodologies of qualitative inquiry should
always be available for use. No method or approach should be discarded if it helps illuminate a
system, process or issue” (Denzin, 2009, p. 338). Because of its emphasis on women, inclusive
leadership, and social justice, my research took qualitative research one step further into critical
qualitative inquiry. According to Denzin (2009), practitioners of critical qualitative inquiry:
Believe in multiple forms of science, soft, hard, feminist, interpretive, critical, realist,
post-realist, post-humanist. We interpret, we perform, we interrupt, we challenge, and we
believe nothing is ever certain. We want performance texts that quote history back to
itself, texts which focus on epiphanies, on the intersection of biography, history, culture
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and politics, turning point moments in people’s lives. We have a political orientation that
is radical, democratic and interventionist. (p. 335)
In their work, Relles and Clemens (2018) offered that methods used by punk rock
musicians, zine producers, and graffiti artists are forms of critical qualitative scholarship. They
named their approach “do it yourself,” which is based upon the idea that people who practiced
these forms of art rely on themselves and their networks to fill a need, reach a goal, or address a
social problem (Deslandes, 2013). “Do-it-yourself” artists and critical qualitative research
practitioners “share assumptions not only about the hegemonic processes that govern how people
create, distribute and judge cultural approaches, but also regarding the utility of grounded
approaches to identify biases and disrupt their influence” (Corbin & Strauss, 1990, p. 5).
Critical qualitative inquiry challenges the limitations of the scientific methods, which
cannot support a social justice agenda (Relles & Clemens, 2018). Furthermore, traditional
research methods are often insufficient to address the structures and systems of inequality (Relles
& Clemens, 2018). Traditional research methods serve rather than challenge the status quo and
the hierarchies that characterize it. According to Denzin and Giardina (2009), “We are no longer
called to just interpret the world. Today, we are called to change the world and change it in ways
that resist injustice while celebrating freedom and full, inclusive, participatory democracy” (p.
13).
Critical qualitative inquiry forms the nexus of individual biography and society (Denzin,
2010). It demonstrates how individual issues become public problems. “This means we want to
capture the stories of everyday persons as they tell about the pains, the agonies, the emotional
experiences, the small and large victories, the traumas, the fears, the anxieties, the dreams, the
fantasies and the hopes in their lives” (Denzin, 2010, p. 32). Furthermore, critical qualitative
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inquiry places the voices of the oppressed at the center of the inquiry; uses inquiry to reveal
opportunities for social change; uses inquiry to help marginalized groups; affects social policy by
enabling policymakers to act on the researcher’s discoveries; and affects change in the
researcher’s life, thereby affecting change in others (Bloom & Sawin, 2009). As the researcher,
my role was to bring those stories to life and make them available to others for the purpose of
prompting and promoting social change, particularly as it relates to organizations and the need
for more inclusive leadership.
This type of inquiry contributes to social justice in several ways. First, it can identify a
problem or dimensions of a problem that is being studied and conclude that some type or level of
change is required. Second, it can identify the assumptions of the various stakeholders in an
issue and demonstrate whether those assumptions are correct or incorrect. Third, it can identify
potential points of intervention in social situations. Fourth, it can offer alternative points of view
from which an issue can be studied or assessed. Finally, it can contribute to social justice by
exposing the limitations of statistics. It does this by emphasizing the unique nature of each life
and upholding the individual case as the measure of effectiveness (Denzin, 2010). According to
Stanfield (2006), social justice inquiry is a vehicle for helping persons make sense of their
experiences vis-à-vis their marginalized past or history of marginalizing others. It aids
researchers with understanding that “they are in need of healing, of recovering their humanity,
while communing with the other we define as the research” (Stanfield, 2006, p. 725).
Art-based Research
My approach to this study was also art-based as it used music to explore the development
and practice of inclusive leadership by women. Therefore, it is important to consider this aspect
of my study. According to Leavy (2018), the process of art-based inquiry involves the
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researcher engaging in art as a way of knowing. The form of inquiry chosen is informed by the
belief that art can impact social science goals. “Art and science bear intrinsic similarities in their
attempts to explore, illuminate and represent aspects of human life and the social and natural
worlds of which we are a part” (Leavy, 2018, p. 3).
Art-based research refers to the use of artistic expression as a primary mode of enquiry
within the research process (Barone & Eisner, 2012; Barone & Eisner, 2012; Leavy, 2009;
McNiff, 2013). In this type of research, at does not typically supplement other primary research
methods or act simply as data points. Rather, art works to push the research forward through all
parts of the process, including creating and exploring the research question(s) as well as analysis
procedures.
Art-based research is defined as “the systematic use of the artistic process, the actual
making of artistic expressions in all of the different forms of the arts, as a primary way of
understanding and examining the experiences of the people involved in a study” (McNiff, 1998,
p. 29). Art-based enquiry involves gathering data for investigations that would normally utilize
more traditional scientific, verbal or mathematic descriptions, and analyses of phenomena. The
researcher uses a form of art to create and then systematically reflects on the experience while
comparing what they have done to the experience of others in the group (McNiff, 1998). It is a
process whereby the researcher engages with art as a way of knowing (Leavy, 2018). According
to Gerber, et al. (2012), art-based research recognizes that art is able to convey truth or bring
about awareness of self and of others; values “preverbal” ways of knowing; and includes
multiple ways of knowing such as sensory, kinesthetic, and imaginary.
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Strengths
There are several strengths associated with art-based research. According to McNiff
(1998), the arts help improve the ways in which people interact with one another. The arts assist
by helping people learn how to:
let go of negative attitudes and excessive need for control, learning how to foster more
open and original ways of perceiving systems and problems, gaining new insights and
sensitivities toward others, learning how the slipstream of group expression can carry us
to places where we cannot go alone, learning how to create supportive environments that
inspire creative thought, and realizing that nothing happens in creative expression unless
we show up and start working on a project, even with little sense as to where we might
ultimately go with it. (McNiff, 1998, p. 32)
The art-based process offers new and different ways of thinking about and approaching
the problem at hand (Leavy, 2018; McNiff, 1998). “In keeping with the dynamics of the creative
process, what appears most removed from the problem at hand may offer a useful way of
transforming it” (McNiff, 1998, p. 33). Therefore, art-based research may offer ways of
resolving and reconsidering problems that are not possible in the language we use every day
(McNiff, 1998). Researchers using art-based techniques “are tapping into the power of the
arts…in order to create new ways to see, think, and communicate” (Leavy, 2018, p. 3). These
definitions offer rationale and support for my choice of this approach.
According to Leavy (2018), there are multiple advantages to an art-based approach to
research. First, it can help to unearth new insights and learning. Second, art-based practices help
to describe, explore, discover, or problem-solve. Third, it assists the researcher with making
connections between our individual lives and the larger contexts within which we live and work.
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Fourth, art-based research can be very effective for communicating the emotional aspects of life.
Fifth, by exposing people to new ideas, art-based research equates to consciousness-raising and
empathy building. Sixth, by communicating about different experiences often associated with
differences, diversity and prejudice, art-based research challenges dominant ideologies and
stereotypes, and includes marginalized voices and perspectives. Seventh, art-based research is
participatory, meaning those involved as subjects are full collaborators in the project. Eighth,
art-based research practices generate multiple meaning effectively downplaying the notion of
one authority on a single topic. Finally, products of art-based approaches are accessible to wide
audiences, as well as have an academic impact.
According to McNiff (1998), the art-based approach is replicable for other researchers
wishing to explore the same problem. In addition, the art-based researcher approaches their
work with questions and an openness to designing methods in response to a situation whereby
the general tendency of other research approaches is to fit the question into a fixed research
method. The beauty of art-based research, according to McNiff (1998), is that “art can plumb
the depths of the personal soul while inciting others to creative action” (p. 38).
Romanowska, Larsson and Theorrell (2013) studied an art-based approach to leadership
education in order to provide a broader humanistic perspective and prepare leaders for the highly
complex situations they encounter as leaders. They reasoned that the arts have much to teach
leaders about creativity, imagination, vision, and communication. Art, they argued, can assist
leaders with managing human problems that are not always managed by cognitive and rational
methods (Romanowska, Larsson, & Theorell, 2013; Broch, 1982). Art has the “unique ability to
deeply touch and to reproduce the multiplicity, ambiguity and complexity of life, opens nuances,
and enriches our interpretation of the surrounding and makes us understand the deep seriousness
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of moral choices” (Romanowska, Larsson, & Theorell, 2013, p. 1005). Building upon this, they
hypothesized that art-based interventions can result in jarring experiences that evoke different
imaginings, emotions, and ethical considerations (Romanowska, Larsson, & Theorell, 2013).
This, in turn, increases a leader’s responsiveness to complex human problems and stronger
motivation to take responsibility (Romanowska, Larsson, & Theorell, 2013). They concluded
that in comparison with traditional leadership education, an art-based approach can be more
effective in promoting long-term change in a leader’s behavior (Romanowska, Larsson, &
Theorell, 2013).
Methodology and Theoretical Framework
Art-based research gives the study’s subjects a voice. The narratives are in part personal
stories shaped by the knowledge, experiences, values, and feelings of the persons who are telling
them. They are also collective stories that are shaped by the subjects and the cultural, historical,
and institutional settings in which they occur. For my study, I used art-based inquiry to tell the
story of the subjects – inclusive women leaders – and how they developed into and practice as
inclusive leaders within their organizations.
According to Finley (2008), art-based research “is a moral, political project that builds on
critical pedagogy, honors the voices of street artists, values diversity and dialogue, and promotes
performance as a way of knowing” (p. 75). This approach offered a different paradigm, one that
Denzin (2009) described as “…pluralistic, performative, political” (p. 339).
Denzin (2010) discussed how our individual experiences could be represented in multiple
ways, “including rituals, myths, stories, performances, films, songs, memoirs and autobiography,
writing stories, authoethnography” (p. 10). Denzin’s (2010) work connected critical inquiry and
social justice. He noted that the history of qualitative research encompasses the study of race
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and colonialism. Denzin (2010) argued that there are eight historical moments that comprise the
history of qualitative research: traditional (1900-1950); modernist or golden age (1950-1970);
blurred genres (1970-1986); crisis of representation (1986-1990); postmodern (1990-1995); postexperimental inquiry (1995-2000); the methodologically contested present (2000-2004); and the
future, which is now. According to Denzin (2010):
The future, the eighth moment, confronts the methodological backlash associated with
the evidence-based social movement. It is concerned with moral discourse, with the
development of sacred textualities. The eighth moment asks that the social sciences and
the humanities become sites for critical conversations about democracy, race, gender,
class, nation-states, globalization, freedom and community. (p. 13)
Denzin (2010) went on to state:
Throughout its history, the users of qualitative research have displayed commitments to a
small set of beliefs, including objectivism, and a willingness to interpret the behaviors
and experiences of those studied. These beliefs supplement the positivist tradition of
complicity with colonialism, and the global politics of white, patriarchal capitalism. The
positivist apparatus could study, but not make the problems and politics of racial and
social justice and white privilege go away. (p. 14)
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this art-based narrative was to explore, through the creation of a mixtape
playlist, the development and practice of inclusion by women leaders of organizations, mostly in
the Twin Cities. The narratives provide the groundwork for more inclusive leadership
development utilizing the expressive arts. It accomplishes this by encouraging organizations to
think differently, through music, about how they grow and develop inclusive leaders.
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Focus of Inquiry
The focus of inquiry was on inclusive women leaders relating their development and
practice through musical choice, self-reflection, and self-expression. How do women leaders
develop and practice inclusion in their organizations? What have they experienced in their
journey to becoming an inclusive leader? What are their beliefs and values surrounding diversity
and inclusion? How do their beliefs influence their leadership practices? How are these beliefs
and experiences expressed through musical selection?
Research Design
Interview-based qualitative research gives participants a voice on important social issues.
For this study, I asked participants to create a mixtape of songs that reflect their development and
practice as inclusive leaders and then interviewed them about their choices. The art form utilized
in this study is music content or lyrics; the completion of the mixtape is the data. A mixtape is a
cassette tape of music chosen and organized thoughtfully by its creator. In the past, mixtapes
were used as a form of communication between individuals that conveyed how the creator was
thinking or feeling, often about the recipient of the tape. The mixtape was a form of popular
culture that became a massive phenomenon within the cassette culture of the 1980s (Rando,
2017). Its premise as a form of popular expression has endured, even though technology has
changed and the cassette tape is no longer the main mode of dissemination. According to
O’Brien (2004), the mixtape is “perhaps the most widely practiced American art form: the
personal mixtape of favorite songs that serves as a self-portrait, gesture of friendship,
prescription for an ideal party, or simply as an environment consisting solely of what is most
ardently loved” (p. 108). A mixtape is a form of communication typically passed from one
person to another. It is circulated among friends and presented to the beloved (Rando, 2017).
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The order of the songs on the mixtape is as important as the songs themselves.
According to Rando (2017):
The mixtape makes the fact of the prevailing order available as an experience, an
estrangement experience that underscores the constructed nature or order and has,
therefore, transformative potential. In this way, the mixtape is a container for both
restorative and transformative potentialities. (pp. 79-80)
Why the mixtape?
The mixtape is a compilation of songs chosen by the creator. I chose the mixtape for
several reasons. First, “the mixtape is fundamentally related to a desire to communicate
experience and to make significant connections with others” (Rando, 2017, p. 69). Second, the
mixtape “holds together, in the closest possible proximity, some of the building blocks of what it
is like to be this person and to exist in connection to music, technology, people, and ideas in a
certain place and time” (p. 52).
Furthermore, the mixtape was utilized heavily as a form of communication and
expression in early hip-hop and rap cultures. Perhaps even more importantly, the mixtape was
viewed as a voice for dissent and resistance to the internal colonization of the Black community
(Ball, 2011). For the hip-hop culture, the mixtape expressed “a shared sense of ’culture,’ where
culture, in turn, means a system of ideas and signs and associations and ways of behaving and
communicating” (Gellner, 1983, pp. 6-7). Its origins are grassroots and counter-cultural; its
distribution networks in the streets (Schiller, 2008). “The founding mothers and fathers of
mixtapes were clear that theirs was a mission of developing space for their art, space that had
been initially denied them” (Ball, 2011, p. 288). This made it a compelling art form for the
purpose of this study.
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For this study, I chose the music as a method of communicating the experiences of the
individuals I work with vis-à-vis the creation of a mixtape. My research partners were inclusive
women leaders who for varying reasons experienced marginalization at some point in their
careers; in other words, their experience of marginalization during their careers is one qualifier
for this study. Other qualifiers include the criteria outlined by Tapia (2019) and Dillon and
Bourke (2016), which are explored in depth in Chapter II and revisited below.
In addition, I chose the mixtape for a variety of reasons. First, the mixtape was a form
that sought inclusion by communities that were marginalized. According to Ball (2011),
“Particularly when placed within the context of global nationalist, anticolonial movements, the
mixtape becomes a far more exciting analytical or methodological tool for interpreting the
realities and conditions of the communities that produce or consume them” (p. 282). Second, the
mixtape was a tool for conveying the sounds that inspired dance and art and, eventually, a
movement (Ball, 2011). Lastly, mixtapes were the handiwork of grassroots, community-based
DJs, who were the “tastemakers, the gatekeepers, the expert distillers of a burgeoning cultural
form” (Ball, 2011, p. 291). As such, it is a served as an appropriate tool for exploring the
experiences of inclusive women leaders.
Why music?
Music has the ability to elicit highly personal responses, emotions, and associations, more
so than the day-to-day sounds that we experience. Music helps people relive their past over and
over. Listeners of music can often pinpoint the precise moment in a particular song or
composition that elicits emotions and memories (Huron, 2006). The power of sound is “that it
remains vivacious and binds people together more forcefully than any picture” (Koekoek, 1968,
p. 93). The mixtape was often used historically to communicate love or friendship to the
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recipient. They were often compared to photos, letters, and diaries in their ability to trigger
memories (Jansen, 2009). The act of mixtaping “constructs identity or expresses the self”
(Jansen, 2009, p. 45).
Music and Identity
Musical preferences often reflect one’s social environment or social group memberships
(Abrams, 2009). Music preferences demonstrate with whom one shares an identity. “Musical
preference acts as a badge of identity” (Abrams, 2009, p. 307; North & Hargreaves, 1999).
Furthermore, music has also served in a cultural context as a form of self-protection and
defensiveness (Romanowska, Larsson, & Theorell, 2013). My assumptions guiding my work are
that musical preferences can reflect one’s experiences; they can describe one’s identity; and they
can help shape participants’ thinking around the events and experiences that led them to
developing and practicing inclusive leadership. The lens with which I approached this work was
that musical choices relate to one’s lived experiences as it relates to inclusive leadership as
outlined in Chapter II.
The following questions guided my interviews with participants:
What songs did you choose?
Why?
What do your choices mean to you?
How do you define inclusivity?
Do your choices reflect your identity and experiences? How?
Do your choices relate to your leadership development? How?
Do your choices relate to how you practice leadership within your organization? Or
community? How?
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In thinking of this song in particular, does the music, lyrics, or genre reflect in some ways
your experiences? If so, how?
Is there anything in your choices that reflects how you function at work?
Participants and Sampling
My research partners were inclusive women leaders who for varying reasons experienced
marginalization at some point in their careers; in other words, their experience of marginalization
during their careers is one qualifier for this study. Other qualifiers include the criteria outlined
by Tapia (2019) and Dillon and Bourke (2016), which are explored in depth in Chapter II and
revisited below.
I used criterion sampling for the selection of participants. This approach was appropriate
because participants needed to meet a specific set of criteria in order to participate (Patton,
1990). Patton (1990) indicated it is appropriate to use criterion sampling because it enables the
researcher to locate “information-rich cases for study in depth” (p. 169). Criterion sampling
determined the key criteria for participation - the self-identification of female identity.
Participants were also required to have one additional aspect related to a diverse identity, such as
racial or ethnic diversity, identity as a member of the LGBTQ community, or a practitioner of a
non-dominant religious faith. They must also play a leadership role in an organization. For this
study, participants held positions at the director-level and above. Participants were also
recognized as inclusive leaders. The criteria used to identify inclusive leaders is based on
Tapia’s (2019) five essential disciplines of inclusive leadership and Dillon and Bourke’s (2016)
six signature traits of inclusive leadership. Tapia’s (2019) five essential disciplines are openness
and awareness; actively promoting diversity; building a trusting and open culture; influencing
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effectively; and driving results (Tapia, 2019). Dillon and Bourke’s (2016) six signature traits
are: commitment; courage; cognizance of bias; curiosity; cultural intelligence; and collaborative.
In addition, in the work that they do or the organizations they operate, a certain set of
conditions must be present. “Organizational culture must create high performance standards that
apply to everyone, foster high-quality intergroup relations, be attentive to the meaning and
significance of people’s cultural identities, and make all employees feel valued and respected”
(Ely & Thomas, 2001, p. 234). The organization must also have a clear and compelling mission
and operate in a fair, non-bureaucratic structure. Their organizations may also be characterized
by any of the following: Diversity of board members, diversity of staff, diversity of clientele, or
a record of mentoring diverse women.
I recruited participants in multiple ways. Because formal networking opportunities for
diverse and inclusive women leaders were difficult to find in in my community during a
pandemic, I relied on my own professional network to recruit participants. My network has
developed over 25 years of working with women leaders. Recruitment began with outreach in
the form of a letter sent via email to women leaders who are part of my professional network.
These connections then referred me to other women leaders who met the criteria for inclusive
leadership as developed by Tapia (2019) and Dillon & Bourke (2016). Members of my
professional network confirmed before making a referral that participants met the criteria for
inclusive leaders. I followed up with an internet search of their organizations’ web sites to
ensure additional organizational criteria we also met.
Data Collection
Semi-structured, open-ended, in-depth interviews were scheduled with six particpants to
collect data for this study. Due to the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic, interviews were
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conducted using Zoom technology. After securing their agreement to participate, participants
put together a playlist of three to five songs that reflected their development and practice of
inclusive leadership. The playlist could contain songs that were considered favorites or were
somehow meaningful to participants; they just had to somehow be relevant to their definition and
interpretation of inclsive leadership. The songs they submitted were ultimately turned into a
mistape, which will be submitted as part of this study. Prior to the interviews, participants
completed a consent form agreeing to contribute to this research.
I created a set of open-ended interview questions for these participant leaders, and also
adjusted questions accordingly, depending on the stories they told (see Appendix I). I wanted to
make sure to ask my targeted questions on identity, experience, and inclusive leadership styles
while simultaneously allowing them to fully explain their untold stories as they reflected on the
music and songs that comprised their playlists. It was important for me to ensure that I gave
voice and space for them to share their story because identity is at the core of this work. The
questions focused on their journey, the impact of lived experiences on their careers, their path
towards inclusive leadership, their experiences as a inclusive leaders, and the music they chose to
reflect upon.
I conducted these interviews one-on-one and recorded each conversation with their
permission. I recorded their stories so as to capture every word, every pause, and every change
in inflection which gave more life to their story. All interviews were digitally recorded and
transcribed verbatim. It was important that the participants had a chance to review their
transcripts to assure that I captured what the respondent intended. In total, the interviews, each
of which last approximately 120 minutes, generated 166 pages of transcription.
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Participants also received a preliminary draft of their story or narrative to review along
with their transcript. Each narrative was approximately 20 to 30 pages in length. This process
also provided a means to increase reliability and validity. Once this process was complete, a
follow-up meeting was offered. Though none of the participants opted for this follow-up, all
showed interest in learning the results.
Data Analysis
Due to the large volume of data collected through the interviews (approximately 150
pages of data), I created a preliminary draft of the participants’ stories. Next, for the purpose of
ensuring accuracy, I shared both the transcript and the preliminary draft of their story with each
individual participant. After transcribing the interviews and creating the preliminary draft of
participants’ stories, I reviewed all the data twice before a developing preliminary list of
categories and themes. I became familiar with the content and identified specific statements that
exemplified an important aspect of the individual’s experience (Moustakas, 1994). Through this
process several prominent themes emerged from the initial reading, creating “meaning units”
(Creswell, 2013). These units are aspects, experiences, or reflections that were shared by many
or most participants. Each theme was given an initial coding. Coding is one of the significant
steps taken during analysis to organize and make sense of textual data (Basit, 2003). Next the
responses were sorted and grouped by research question. I read through all the responses for
each research question, highlighting relevant information. I assessed any patterns between their
stories. I also connected this to the literature I analyzed.
Through an in-depth interview process, the participants gave me insight into their
journey, the impact of lived experiences on their careers, their path towards inclusive leadership,
their experiences as a inclusive leaders, and music they chose to reflect upon. The data analysis
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includes the creation of codes and a codebook with definitions and exemplars (Saldaña, 2016).
Narrative coding was used, since it incorporates terms as codes to discover the structural
properties of participants’ stories.
The making of “meaning units” (Creswell, 2013) was an iterative process. The series of
tables below demonstrate how coding assisted with the generation of themese or similarities at
each point in the data review. Table 4 below portrays the initial list of themes after the first
review of the participant interview transcripts.
Table 4. Preliminary themes.
Themes? Similarities? Charcteristics? Competencies?
George Floyd
President Trump
Leading = Living
Humanity
The collective
Artists welcoming other artists
Women as emotional creatures
True to oneself
Breaking down barriers
Mindful of perceptions
Pausing
Reflecting
Stepping back
Not having all the answers
Listen
Giving voice
Bring out thebest
Role model
Family
Non-linear

The next step was to use the transcribed interviews to create the participant narratives.
This process refined the themes further, which is depicted below in Table 5.
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Table 5. Second iteration of themes.

George Floyd
President Trump
Pausing
Reflecting
Stepping back
Learning from mistakes
Non-linear

Themes or Similarities
Current events; influence of
Service? Servant Leadership?

Life-ling journey and commitment

Not having all the answers

Learning from mistakes

The collective
Collective effort
Justice

Taking a stand/stand for something

Family

Family

Identity

Identity – self and others; importance of

Personal experiences
Values
Bring out the best
Role model
True to oneself
Family

Power of values and personal experiences

Leading = Living

Leading = Living

Thinking differently; creative

Thinking differently

Giving voice

Giving voice

Humanity

Humanity

Humility

Humility

Authenticity

Family

Resilency
Pain
Women as emotional creatures
Artists welcoming other artists
Breaking down barriers
Mindful of perceptions
Listen

Lastly, I reviewed all the transcripts a final time to ensure that the findings and the main
themes and patterns were consistent with the data. This final review generated a final set of
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themes or similarities, which form the foundation of my analysis. Table 6 below portrays the
final iteration of the themes or similarities.
Table 6. Final list of themes or similarities.
Themes/Similarities
A life-ling journey and commitment
Learning from mistakes
The influence of current events and the need to be present
A collective effort
Importance of identity: self and others
The power of values and personal experiences
The influence of family
Leading with authenticity
Support and servant leadership
Stand for something/justice
Thinking differently
Variations on similarities
Practicing humility
Humanity
Giving voice

Confidentiality
The University of St. Thomas Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved this study.
Participation was voluntary. The objectives of the study were explained to all participants and
written consent was obtained from them. Confidentiality and anonymity were assured. To
ensure confidentiality, participants’ names were not used in the transcribing and reporting of
results. A pseudonym was assigned instead. All interviews were recorded using a digital
recording device. Once the files are no longer necessary for analysis and reporting, all digital
audio files, demographic questionnaires, transcripts, and interview notes will be destroyed. All
data collected will be retained for three years in accordance with IRB guidelines.
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Role of Researcher
Objectivity is a requirement in research. Yet, “the researcher is historically and locally
situated within the very processes being studied. A gendered historical self is brought to this
process. “This self, as a set of shifting identities, has its own history with the practices that
define and shape the public issues and private troubles being studied” (Denzin, 2010, p. 23).
The researcher’s role in interpreting the data does not mean they should exclude
consideration of how social problems were constituted or the consequences they result in
(Denzin, 2010). “The researcher is an advocate for change, an activist, a transformative actor, a
passionate participant, an agent of self-reflective action, a model of active engagement in the
world” (Denzin, 2010, p. 45). Our role is one of active participant and not disinterested observer
(Guba & Lincoln, 2005).
Lincoln (1995) suggests five criteria for reading and interpreting subjective text: Does
the work display the author’s positionality (positionality)? Does the work address the
community in which the research was carried out (community)? Does the work engage or give
voice to marginalized persons (voice)? Does the work explore the author’s understanding of the
issue before and after their research experience (critical subjectivity)? Finally, does the work
demonstrate an open relationship between the researcher and their subjects (reciprocity)?
“Properly conceptualized, qualitative inquiry becomes a civic, participatory, collaborative
project. It turns researchers and subjects into co-participants in a common moral project”
(Denzin, 2010, p. 28).
Limitations of qualitative inquiry
There is an impression that qualitative researchers do not have an obligation to ensure
that the conclusions that they draw from their research are sound (Denzin, 2010). Critics
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question the quality of this work by judging it as subjective, obscure, values-laden, and incapable
of testing interpretations. In addition, the field is often perceived to be opposed to science
(Denzin, 2010; Lincoln, 2010). According to Hammersley (2008), there is a perception that
practitioners of qualitative inquiry, especially critical qualitative inquiry, have a tendency to
“license speculative, exaggerated conclusions; discourage careful attention to how evidence
supports the knowledge claims made; and to stimulate a preoccupation with whether research
accounts are in line with political, ethical or aesthetic preoccupations” (p. 137). To counter such
criticism, Denzin (2010) asserted that it is important to be clear about one’s role as a qualitative
practitioner. “We are interpretivists, we are postmodernists, we are poststructuralists, we are
phenomenological, feminist, critical. We choose lenses that are border, racial-ethnic, hybrid,
queer, differently abled, indigenous, margin, center, other” (Denzin, 2010, p. 39).
Limitations of art-based research
According to McNiff (1998), there is a persistent and universal resistance to new modes
of artistic expression. My method of recruiting subjects did not guarantee representativeness.
Further, art-based interventions are not suited for everyone. They can be emotionally,
intellectually, and aesthetically challenging and, while not a therapeutic intervention, can be a
catalyst for pain (McNiff, 1998). The balance between limitations in this art-based data study
and the strength of validity is a tenuous one since the data can be powerful as well as ambiguous.
I attempted to minimize any ambiguity by encouraging participants to reflect, offer feedback,
and participate in in-depth interviews. Thus, their interpretations, their intentions, and their
experiences were expressed in multiple ways to ensure that their voices are recorded and
represented as honestly and diligently as possible.
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In addition, an over-arching goal of this study is to encourage “outside-the box” thinking
about the development and practice of inclusive leadership within organizations. This raised
several questions for me as the researcher: Does art-based research lead to critical or social
change? Can participants, students, and organizational leaders be empowered to be more
inclusive through this approach? Additionally, the aim of this research to encourage a different
way of thinking – through music – about the development and practice of inclusive leadership is
admittedly lofty, if not impossible.
Delimitations
Delimitations are defined by Creswell (2003) as the parameters that assist with narrowing
the scope of a study. For this study, I was interested in understanding inclusive women leader’s
views on their experiences as they developed into inclusive leaders over time and how they
currently practice inclusion in their organizations. I proposed that these inclusive leaders have
unique experiences and the development of a mixtape through musical self-expression can assist
with telling their stories. This research solely focuses on women leaders to gain a better
understanding of how they developed and became practitioners of inclusive leadership. It was
my intention to acquire information through this study that may serve as baseline data for how
organizations might use music to think differently about how they develop inclusive leaders.
Chapter Summary
In this chapter, I have described the methodological process of my project. I have
explained how participants were chosen, contacted, and interviewed. I have described the data
used in the mixtape compilation process and have attempted to describe how musical choice and
self-expression will create a narrative that describes the development and practice of inclusive
leadership by women. The narratives themselves are described in the next chapter.
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“Art can plumb the depths of the personal sou while inciting others to creative action”
(McNiff. 1998, p. 38).
Chapter IV
For my research, I set out to understand the experiences of inclusive women leaders
through the exploration of music, particularly songs and their lyrics. How does music tell the
story of the development and practice of inclusion by women leaders? What are some of the
some of the commonalities and differences in stories of women leaders as they describe, through
music, their development and practice as inclusive leaders? What contributions can these stories
make to the theory, development, and practice of inclusive leadership?
By exploring and understanding the experiences of my study’s participants using artbased research, I may have uncovered a new way to consider inclusive leadership. Art-based
inquiry using music gives the study’s subjects a voice. The resulting narratives are in part
personal stories shaped by the knowledge, experiences, values, and feelings of the persons who
are telling them. They are also collective stories shaped by the subjects and the cultural,
historical, and institutional settings in which they occur.
In interviews I gathered data to tell the complex stories of inclusive women leaders,
including their experiences as professionals and leaders, but mostly as individuals whose
identities are multifaceted. The act of compiling, condensing, and selecting parts of their stories
to highlight in this dissertation proved to be a challenge. I sought not to oversimplify their
experiences and lose the critical pieces that painted realistic portraits of them. In characterizing
their experiences as inclusive women leaders, I sought to avoid reductive identifiers; I broke
down their stories into key components: background/identity, leadership approach, and the
relationship of the songs and lyrics they chose to specific and real-life experiences. I interviewed
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inclusive women in leadership positions and asked questions about their journey and career and
leadership experiences. Participants spoke about their identities and experiences as strengths in
their work rather than as hindrances. My study is an opportunity for me to give voice to stories
lived but frequently untold. This chapter presents the experiences shared by participants,
enhanced by their direct quotes which voice the essence of the lives of these inclusive women
leaders (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). Table 7 below provides a brief demographic summary of
the participants. I then subsequently discuss these individuals and their leadership journeys as
depicted through music, song, and lyrics.
Table 7. Demographic profile of participants.
Age

31-45
45-60

3
3

Gender

Female
Not disclosed

6
0

Race

White
Latina

5
1

Disability Status

Not disabled
Not disclosed

4
2

Faith Tradition

Catholic
Christian
Not disclosed

1
1
4

Education

Bachelor’s degree
Master’s degree
Doctorate
Not disclosed

2
2
1
1

Employment Status

Full-time
Self-employed

5
1

84
Table 8. The songs chosen to reflect upon by participant.
Participant
Laura

Artist Demographics
White female

Music Genre
Pop R&B

Black male

Soul

Black male

Soul

White female

Pop

2. “Higher Ground” (Wonder, 1973);
performed by Stevie Wonder

Black male

Funk

3. “For What It’s Worth” (Stills, 1966);
performed by Billy Porter

Stills: White male
Porter: Black gay male

Folk rock

4. “The Eye” (Carlisle, Hanseroth &
Hanseroth, 2015); performed by Brandi
Carlisle
5. “Not Ready to Make Nice” (Maguire,
Maines, Robison, & Wilson, 2006);
performed by The Chicks
1. “La Femme Fetal” (Butler, 1993);
performed by Digable Planets
2. “Tomboy” (Nokia, 2017); performed by
Princess Nokia
3. “Bad Girls” (Araica, Arulpragasam, &
Hills, 2013); performed by M.I.A.
4. “Soy Yo (It’s Me)” (Mejia, 2015);
performed by Bomba Estereo

White lesbian female

Pop, rock, alternative country,
and folk

White females

Country

Black

Hip hop

Afro-Indigenous and Puerto
Rican queer female
Multiracial

Hip hop

Colombian/Latino male and
female

Electro, cumbia, alternative
dance

1.
2.
3.

Meredith

Pamela

1.

Songs Chosen to Reflect Upon
“Unwritten” (Bedingfield, 2004);
performed by Natasha Bedingfield
“Lean on Me” (Withers, 1972);
performed by Bill Withers
“What’s Going On?” (Gaye, Benson &
Cleveland, 1973); performed by Marvin
Gaye
“Brave” (Bareilles, 2013); performed
by Sarah Bareilles

Hip hop
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Janis

Tori

5. “Yo Perreo Sola” (Cruz, Montalvo,
Martinez, Masis, & Serrano, 2020);
performed by Bad Bunny
1. “Not Afraid” (Burnett, Mathers, Resto,
& Samuels, 2010); performed by
Eminem
2. “Can’t Hold Us” (Haggerty, Dalton, &
Lewis, 2010); performed by
Macklemore & Ryan Lewis
3. “Even If” (Garcia, Glover, Lewis, &
Timmons, 2017); performed by
MercyMe
4. “You Need to Calm Down” (Swift &
Little, 2019); performed by Taylor
Swift
5. “Stand Up for Something” (Common &
Warren, 2017); performed by Andra
Day, featuring Common
1. “There is so Much More” (Dennen,
2006) performed by Brett Dennen
2. “Freedom” (Lomax, Knowles,
Williams, Macintosh, Tirado &
Crenshaw, 2016); performed by
Beyoncé Knowles Carter, featuring
Kendrick Lamar
3. “Slumber” (Rinehart & Rinehart, 2011);
performed by Needtobreathe
4. “Naeem” (Cook, Burton, Nicholson,
Bates, Vernon, Goldstein & Hagen,
2019); performed by Bon Iver

Puerto Rican male

Raggaeton

White male

Hip hop

White males

Hip hop

White males

Christian rock, alternative rock

White female

Pop, synth-pop, electropop

Black female and Black male

Soul

White male

Folk, pop

Black female and Black male

Blues, gospel, R&B

White males

Alternative rock, southern rock,
Christian rock
Indie folk, Indi pop, Indie rock

White males
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Olivia

5. "Immigrants (We Get The Job
Done)" (Warsame, Feliciano, Ahmed,
Perez Joglar, Miranda & Penalva,
2016), performed by Lin-Manuel
Miranda
1. “The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill”
(Hill, 1998); performed by Lauryn Hill

Puerto Rican-American male

Hip hop

Black female

Soul, hip hop, reggae, R&B

2. “Serena” (Campbell, Dutton, Evans, &
Gabouer, 2019); performed by Rapsody

Black female

Hip hop

3. “Letter to the Free” (Lynn, Glasper &
Riggins, 2016); performed by Common

Black male

Rap, hip hop

4. “My Shot” (Collins, Ortiz, Muchata,
Miranda, Troutman, Trotter & Johnson,
2015); performed by Lin-Manuel
Miranda

Puerto Rican/American male

Hip hop
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Laura
Because my study took place in the midst of the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic, all of
my interviews occurred using technology called Zoom. Laura appeared on camera even before I
signed in. We initially traded observations about how strange it was to “meet” someone for the
first time over a computer rather than in person. Laura also commented about how excited she
was to participate in my research, as well as the unique approach I chose.
Laura grew up in a very small community in central Minnesota. She shared that a pivotal
moment for her was when she was in her high school social studies class, an announcement came
over the loud speaker. The local Rotary Club was looking for exchange students. Laura said she
knew in that moment that there was a larger world out there other than the small town she was
growing up in, and the opportunity to participate in a student exchange intrigued and inspired
her. Largely unheard of at the time, Laura became a foreign exchange student in Denmark as a
high school junior in the mid-1980s. “It was such a great experience,” she said. “It was very
difficult, but it was a great experience, which then led me to enter college as an international
business and language major, which lasted one year.” That experience led her to discover her
love for the field of education. Laura ultimately wanted to ultimately become a classroom
teacher, but eventually discovered that was not her calling. Trying to determine how she could
still find a suitable vocation in the education field, Laura switched her undergraduate major to
social work. She graduated with a bachelor’s degree in social work with an emphasis on
education, and entered the workforce as a special education social worker.
Soon after, Laura said she found herself gravitating toward “more of the macro-level
social work, not necessarily direct service.” As a result, she began to create educational
programs with a social work emphasis. The school district where she was employed saw that
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Laura enjoyed creating policy as well, and after seven years, she moved into a district-level
coordinating role, working with grants and creating programs on topics of social significance,
such as suicide prevention. This experience led Laura to pursue her administrator’s license in
education.
This led to a new position called Integration Coordinator. As part of her job duties, Laura
served as a liaison between her school district and several other districts within the geographic
region. This experience, she said, “really opened up my world, and again, [I] started creating
programs within our school district, started leading our cultural competence trainings, and really
diving deep into my own journey around equity.”
In 2015, the multi-district collaborative that Laura was part of created a position of
executive director. She shared that after many years of working in this environment, she knew
she had many ideas that she wanted to pursue. She asked herself, “’What would I do if I ran that
organization?’ And so, the opportunity arose, and I applied, and I said, ‘This is only mine to
lose.’ And here I am, five and a half years later.”
Laura described her organization as a collaborative of seven school districts mandated to
work together as a result of achievement integration legislation. While small, her organization is
racially, religiously, and generationally diverse. About the work that her organization does, she
explained:
There is a [Department of Education] rule that states districts that are racially isolated,
defined by [the Department of Education] and by legislation, need to collaborate with
surrounding districts to achieve integration goals. And so, the seven districts created
what we now call [her organization.] Those seven districts pay a membership fee to my
organization to provide programming in the areas of magnet schools, mentorship
programs, college and career readiness, as well as a multicultural resource center
consisting of staff members within the seven districts to bring a multicultural lens into the
classroom.
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Many of the school districts that are part of the collaborative are predominantly white.
“Our goal,” she said, “is to shift their percentages of students of color and for some of them….
We are still constantly working for integration with our racially-isolated districts.”
After getting to know Laura a little, we explored the songs she chose that she believed
reflected her development and practice of inclusive leadership.
“Unwritten”
“I am unwritten
Can't read my mind
I'm undefined
I'm just beginning
The pen's in my hand
Ending unplanned
Staring at the blank page before you
Open up the dirty window
Let the sun illuminate the words that you could not find
Reaching for something in the distance
So close you can almost taste it
Release your inhibitions
Feel the rain on your skin
No one else can feel it for you
Only you can let it in
No one else, no one else
Can speak the words on your lips
Drench yourself in words unspoken
Live your life with arms wide open
Today is where your book begins
The rest is still unwritten” (Bedingfield, 2004).
The first song Laura chose was “Unwritten” (Bedingfield, 2004) by the artist Natasha
Bedingfield. According to Hall (2008), “Unwritten by Natasha Bedingfield is a prime example
of influencing a culture not only as a singer, but also as one of the faces of Gap clothing.
Natasha has influenced the world through music as well as through fashion. Unwritten proved to
be the most played song on mainstream radio in the United States in 2006” (p. 56). In his work
exploring leadership through song, Hall (2008) noted that the artist Bedingfield made an impact
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through several components of popular culture, including music and fashion. As a result, fans of
her music viewed her as a regular person. Hall (2006) went on to note, “Transformational
leadership involves empowerment and with Natasha’s persona of being a ‘regular person;’ she
has a great ability to empower her listeners. The lyrics ‘we’ve been conditioned to not make
mistakes, but I can’t live that way’ (Bedingfield, 2004) empowers the listener to believe they are
not limited in how they will live today due to past mistakes or failures” (p.56).
For Laura, she said “Unwritten” (Bedingfield, 2004) was the first song that came into her
head. She said:
It was the first one that really came to mind and honestly…. My own children tease me
all the time, “Oh, mom, that’s just your theme song.” I use it whenever I possibly can,
especially with students because I want them to know, “Do not allow anybody to write
your story, you are the author of your story, and to me there is no ending chapter. But
when there is, make sure that your ending chapter describes how you lived your life.”
Laura also shared:
When I reflect upon myself, I’m just a continuous learner and especially working in a
very diverse space and doing the work – rolling up your sleeves and doing equity work in
education, is unwritten – it really is. And so that’s … so when I reflected again on your
question, I was like, ‘Yup, that just fits – it really does.’
For Laura, part of the point of the song “Unwritten” (Bedingfield, 2004) is:
It just means that you’re never done, and it always gives me hope. Things, maybe that
you have done that you would have done differently - with humility and integrity- you
can change that narrative. I’ve had to do that many, many times and it’s how you do it.
That’s what jumps out at me. It’s freeing … that it is possible.

With respect to inclusive leadership, Laura described it as an ongoing process. She said,
“Well, we’re always striving for it. It is looking at the environment, whether it’s the work, it’s
the actual policies and procedures – just really constantly unwrapping what things mean or what
it might mean to somebody else.” As an example, Laura shared that one of the things that she
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took on that others perceived as “quite mundane” was examining all of their policies for equity
and inclusivity.
My organization, while we are not a traditional school district, we have to have all the
policies, mandatory policies, that are laid out by the [State] School Board Association
and so many do not pertain to us. What I tried to do was unpack those and look at the
language and just even the gender-neutral language. Why can’t we be gender neutral?
Why does it have to say his or her designee? Just simple … I mean, it seems so simple,
but it means so much. And so I went through every single one of our policies and
changed that language to be gender neutral – they or their, took out all the his and hers
and just looked at language to be respectful of people and really asked the questions of
why – why is this important and who does it represent?

Laura further elaborated on her work with policies and how that reflected her beliefs and
values, stating:
There is more to that because the policies are the policies, but then you get into the
procedures and that’s really where it affects people. Just things like bereavement leave –
defining family. Who am I to define your family? You get four days, but yet those four
days should be used for … maybe there is a distant nephew, great niece or nephew –
they’re more like your child. And so, it’s just … and even in cultural … that
bereavement, that time for grieving, it shouldn’t be for me to determine. It is based on if
you truly want inclusivity and feel that your employees are part of this organization and
are the organization, then your procedures should reflect that.
I went on to ask Laura what in the song “Unwritten” (Bedingfield, 2004) resonated with
her with respect to her identity and experiences as an inclusive woman leader. She quoted the
lyrics “live your life with your arms wide open” (Bedingfield, 2004) as an approach she has
always aspired to take in both her work and in her life. Specifically, Laura commented:
It is what I hope to do, it’s what I aspire to do because, again, I don’t have all the
answers. If you can live your life with arms wide open and be able to just step back and
pause and think, “What is the impact of what I’m doing on another person,” and to step
back and reflect and to listen deeply, the possibilities are endless. I also have always … I
shouldn’t say always, I have to watch my language, but the positions I have held
throughout my career, the ones I felt were so meaningful, were ones I defined myself.
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In relation to the song “Unwritten” (Bedingfield, 2004), Laura shared that when she
started in her role, she was given a blank slate; like the song, “it was unwritten.” She described
her work as an inclusive leader as removing barriers to success. For her, it is about:
Really trying to dismantle almost the formalities sometimes of the workforce, but still
allowing that space to get the work done, knowing that people get the work done in a
different way. It was almost stifling to be quite honest. But, it’s a hard space to work in
– it really is, because it’s so fluid. It is so ever changing.
We talked about Laura’s journey and how she viewed her development as an inclusive
leader. She described the song as meaningful to her in the context of her development because
“No one else can feel it for you, only you can let it in.” She said the process of working for
equity and inclusivity in the work environment can be painful. “You have to allow yourself to
feel it and no one else can define that moment for you. There are times when you’re confronted
with maybe a bias and you’ve got to work through that to keep going. It’s too easy to quit.”
She went on to talk about the work of Brené Brown, who describes being in this position
as “sitting in the yuk.” Brown, according to Laura, calls it “The shitty first draft.” This, she
said, reminded her of the song “Unwritten” (Bedingfield, 2004), which gives you permission to
re-do something or right a wrong. The song, she said, gives one permission to say, “I want to do
that over. [And] guess what? If you do the work [of practicing inclusivity], you can.” This is
critical as a leader, Laura shared, because a good and inclusive leader owns up to a mistake or
wrong-doing. According to Laura, as a leader, “You can’t just say, ‘Oh, I screwed up, let’s try
this again.’ It is about humility and saying, ‘You know what? This was my fingerprint on this,
this was my bad,’ or whatever, ‘And, I’d like to make it better. You’re with me on this, let’s try
– I can do better.’”
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Laura described her path in the education arena as non-traditional. Because she did not
have direct classroom experience, it was challenging for leaders to take her seriously. Laura said
the song “Unwritten” (Bedingfield, 2004) reminded her of “taking away the barriers of that
formality, but looking for meaning.” As an example, Laura shared how she “dismantled” the
formal review system for employees in her organization. “I hated it and they hated it – it was a
checklist and we had to meet twice a year and we had to submit it…. It was meaningless – it
really was. It was an accountability checklist” and not a tool with which employees can show
what they accomplished. Nor did the tool recognize that different people convey their stories
and their accomplishments differently. Instead, Laura sought a new way to measure
performance for her organization. She first created a strategic action plan for herself. “Then I
decided – hmmm, in order for me to be successful in this strategic action plan, I need everyone
growing in the same direction and working towards those goals.” She now does an annual event
with her team to look at the data they collected and have a meaningful conversation about it
where everyone is contributing to the discussion. She described it as a collective effort and as a
result, she said, “It’s more inclusive and it includes the administrative assistant, the executive
assistant, the program staff, the direct service staff, and collectively – because everyone has a
part in achieving those goals.” She said everyone leaves with a sense as to what it is they need to
do and an understanding of their role in contributing to the organization. When she follows up
with her team, instead of asking what they accomplished this week, Laura said she asks, “What
is going on in your world?” This approach, she noted, invites the openness reflected in
“Unwritten” (Bedingfield, 2004), as well as inclusivity in that her team members can decide for
themselves what they want to share and how they want to use the time. She said:
It’s a time to either problem-solve, celebrate achievements, brainstorm ideas for maybe
something new, vet through things. Some things are a week-to-week check-in, somebody
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might have a big project coming up and it’s a time for them to chunk things out or for me
to help them do that. It can also be used as coaching if there is a conflict with an
employee or with a colleague, so we can use that as coaching. It’s more real and it
develops relationships and so when it comes time for maybe a tough conversation, it’s
not so administrative or disciplinary, it is a time where it can be, “OK, something didn’t
go so well, let’s work through this and what’s going on.”
Laura further reflected on how the song “Unwritten” represented her experience as an
inclusive woman leader. She said, “Sometimes my tries are outside the lines, we’ve been
conditioned to not make mistakes, but I’ve realized I can’t live that way. Yeah, I think it is a
pretty good depiction of my path to be an inclusive leader. You’re always striving to do more.”
The song, she said, is about understanding that there is never any end, especially to doing the
work of inclusive leadership. Laura said, “There’s always a way to do better, and another person
can come into the organization and knowing that they bring in a whole other perspective, the
work is never done.” She concluded her thoughts about the song “Unwritten” (Bedingfield,
2004) by sharing that this process of choosing musical lyrics in general and this song in
particular has forced her to reflect on her journey. Laura said, “This has been forcing me to
really reflect on my journey. I forget some of these things that were so intentional but are now a
part of the work.”
“What’s Going On?”
“Mother, mother
There's too many of you crying
Brother, brother, brother
There's far too many of you dying
You know we've got to find a way
To bring some lovin' here today, yeah
Father, father
We don't need to escalate
You see, war is not the answer
For only love can conquer hate
You know we've got to find a way
To bring some lovin' here today
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Picket lines and picket signs
Don't punish me with brutality
Talk to me
So you can see
Oh, what's going on (What's going on)
What's going on (What's going on)
What's going on (What's going on)
What's going on (What's going on)” (Gaye, Benson & Cleveland, 1971)
Laura next chose the song “What’s Going On?” (Gaye, Benson & Cleveland, 1971),
made famous by the late singer Marvin Gaye. According to scholars, Gaye was profoundly
impacted by the social volatility occurring at the time he wrote the song. Charnock (2012) wrote
that the song was inspired by the stories that Gaye’s older brother Frankie shared upon his return
from the Vietnam War. According to Neal (1998), the song is considered the “seminal [B]lack
protest song” (p. 252). With assistance from co-writers and numerous other musicians, Gaye
“crafted a musical tome which synthesized the acute issues within [B]lack urban life…. In doing
so, Gaye effectively summarized the hopes and despair of an entire generation of African
American freedom fighters….” (Neal, 1998, p. 252).
Laura said her motive for choosing the song was the recent murder of George Floyd, a
Black man killed by Minneapolis police after being arrested for allegedly trying to pass a fake
$20 bill (Barbot, 2020). This song, Laura shared, “came to mind just because … while I’ve
always loved the song, I didn’t really know what it meant until just recently with the murder of
George Floyd.” She connected “What’s Going On?” (Gaye et al.,. 1971) to her experiences
trying to lead with inclusivity during this challenging time. She said, “I have several staff
members that are part of… the Black community and Black Lives Matter. It was a deeply,
deeply painful time for all of us and [we pulled] together to support and to learn.” Her
immediate reaction and that of her team was to put out a statement of support to the community.
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“We struggled with how our organization was going to put out a statement – because everybody
was popping up with statements, ‘We Support Black Lives Matter.’ And some of them … came
out almost counterproductive and very canned. We didn’t want to do that.”
Instead, Laura and her team created an inventory of resources available to educators to
further their work in inclusivity. She described the process of sorting through and vetting all of
the available resources as a “fire hose.” She said, “We spent time vetting through resources to
put out to teachers regarding their own journey through this, as well as how to speak with
students, how to bring up anti-racist language, and anti-racism work for white people, because
the majority of our teachers are white.” The effort, she said, was further complicated by the
approaching end of the school year and the COVID-19 virus, which had all of her district
partners teaching and learning remotely. It is customary for her and her team to do an end-ofthe-year address to their stakeholders and partners. As part of that, she and her team typically
assembled a montage of photos of students and staff that signify all they have accomplished
during the year. They do this, she said, “Because it’s not just this data report with numbers that
gets handed off. We want to bring those data points to life through pictures so our districts can
actually see what their students and their staff are experiencing by the services we provided.”
This year the theme song that accompanied the photomontage was “What’s Going On?”
(Gaye et al.,. 1971). Laura said that she and her team provided some background as to how the
song came to be and they had a discussion about how it related to their own mission. “I chose
it,” Laura said, “because it’s not just me, it’s all of us collectively.” I asked Laura how this was
received, and she laughed, sharing there was no pushback. In fact, her board chair who was from
one of the largest districts in the state, gave her own statement at the annual meeting “about how
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we need to do better for our Black and Brown students. She just set the tone. I think everyone
was in the moment and it was … well received.”
Laura further shared that the song “What’s Going On?” (Gaye et al.,. 1971) has deep
meaning for her personally. She said, “I think it grounds me in equity work and there are many
ways to come at it, but the bottom line is that we just need to continue to conquer hate and
educate.” She added that in practicing inclusive leadership, it is also critical to acknowledge our
past:
We cannot have a better future if we do not acknowledge [it]. I know that there’s a lot of
people out there that are like, “How long do I have to pay for the sins of my ancestors?”
Well, until we actually have true equality and we are truly living up to the constitution for
all, because it is not – it’s not there, we’re not there. We just need to continue. I think as
being a leader of the organization whose mission is to bring together people to promote a
global society, global thinking society, we have to understand the history, to continue to
educate.

We went on to discuss how the song reflects her identities and experiences. Laura
referred to herself as “a peaceful protestor” and said what resonated with her were the lyrics
regarding love, specifically, “love can conquer hate” and “we don’t need to escalate, we see war
is not the answer.” She said this reflected her desire to be self-aware of her privilege and to be a
“deep” listener at the same time.
There are many times when I bring groups together where they look to me sometimes for
the answers and I try to say collectively, “We are the answer.” I think I surprise people
sometimes when I’m in a very diverse group, I do not speak up because sometimes that is
not the voice that needs to be in the room. I signify or I represent a whole lot of
privilege. I am a Christian, I am white, I identify as female, I am heterosexual. I check
off a lot of privilege boxes. I don’t want to be the air in the room at all times.

Perceptions about justice and fairness also impacted her work. As an inclusive leader,
Laura created an openness and flexibility in order for all to feel welcome and heard. If a team
member leaves a meeting with the sense that something inequitable occurred, Laura said she
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encourages them to come and talk to her about it immediately so that it does not cause further
harm to the work environment. As a leader, Laura said her message was always, “come talk to
me and tell me what your perspective is – I’m listening.”
Reflecting back, Laura said that as she developed her capacity to lead inclusively, there
are songs like “What’s Going On? (Gaye et al.,. 1971) that are in the forefront of her thinking.
Goals and numbers, she said, are one thing, but this song reminded her about the importance of
possessing an inclusive mindset in her work at all times. “It is how I try to live, knowing that it’s
always evolving, but I think just … I think it speaks for where I’m at as a leader.” In thinking
about how she engages her organization as an inclusive leader in relation to the lyrics, Laura
commented, “It (the song) just represents trying to be bold and not lead by fear … just the idea of
using it and acknowledging and using the bold words of George Floyd’s murder – not the killing
of George Floyd.”
Laura went on to describe her work as creating space where employees feel safe having
conversations about challenging issues. As an example, she shared about the work that they do
training students and staff on racial equity and systemic oppression.
We do training on the ‘n’ word both with students and with adults. The student one is
more controversial because they (the students) feel it’s a term of endearment. Our stance
is well, when you’re in school, we’re going to use academic language and the ‘n’ word …
teaching the history of it because students have been so far removed from the history of
the word, so going in and peeling back that onion and just letting kids know. And the
actual term … how it’s defined. It’s like lazy, unproductive, there’s just a whole bunch
of words – but OK, that’s just an example. So, I think the song provides the space I’m
trying to develop for staff to come forward and say, “I want to do this, and this needs to
be done.” We do it through education.

We discussed further the timely relevance of the song in relation to the events of today:
racial injustice, civil unrest, police brutality, and so on. About the lyrics, Laura, said, “I just
think it’s so relevant – the picket signs and picket lines, the resurgence of protests and then also
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being able to be in a space where we can differentiate between protests and riots. This is what
we’re going through.” Laura concluded by sharing that she thinks intentionally about “What’s
Going On?” (Gaye et al., 1971) in the context of her own actions.
I may not be at the front of the protest holding a sign, but I support in many, many
different ways. And then bringing home those conversations and what I learn at work,
bringing home those conversations and having them at the dinner table because I’m
raising three boys who carry lots of privilege with them and just trying to really dig deep
into what this all means and having very meaningful conversations.
“Lean on Me”
“Sometimes in our lives
We all have pain
We all have sorrow
But if we are wise
We know that there's always tomorrow
Lean on me
When you're not strong
And I'll be your friend
I'll help you carry on...
For it won't be long
Till I'm gonna need somebody to lean on
Please swallow your pride
If I have things you need to borrow
For no one can fill
Those of your needs that you won't let show
You just call on me brother when you need a hand
We all need somebody to lean on
I just might have a problem that you'll understand
We all need somebody to lean on” (Withers, 1972)
The third song Laura chose to reflect on was “Lean on Me” (Withers, 1972). Withers’
work draws upon themes and lyrics from a childhood growing up in the coalfields of West
Virginia and evokes “a sensibility and a set of values” (Sale, 2015, p. 345). According to Sale
(2015):
The way he (Withers) grew up as an outsider has really informed his outlook on the
world. Growing up moving between the Black and white sides of town, growing up with
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a stutter, being made fun of by his peers. All of that mixed together to make him the man
he is today, which is this tough man who knows exactly who he is. There’s a real clarity
that he has, and … that’s what you hear in his songs. It’s a real clarity about using simple
words to articulate really important ideas, like “Lean on Me” and “Grandma’s Hands.”
Those songs are poems. And they are so much about how we treat one another and what
we need from one another (p. 345)
Furthermore, Rolling Stone Magazine described “Lean on Me” (Withers, 1972) as “a
song for every crisis” (Kreps, 2020, p. 276). For example, “Following the devastating
earthquakes in Haiti in 2010, ‘Lean on Me’ was there. Following the Hurricanes Irma and
Harvey, as channeled through Stevie Wonder, ‘Lean on Me’ was there. And as the nation faces
its biggest crisis in a century – the coronavirus pandemic – ‘Lean on Me’ is there once again, a
hymn for the self-isolated masses and a celebration of the medical professionals risking their
own lives to save others (Kreps, 2020, p. 276).
Laura explained how the song related to leadership. The words inform how she led and
how she tries to relate to others through her work.
I think with leadership, so many times we feel isolated and feel that we have to go it
alone, we have to be the ones with the answers, and that is just so not true. I think that’s
where we all fall behind and make mistakes. You need to call on people when you’re in
need and I find that to be … it might be risk tasking, but I find that it’s courageous. You
are never alone, there is always somebody there to help you along, but you may have to
ask for it.
Laura further expressed that there can be issues with being a “lean-on-me” type of leader.
The song reminded her to be thoughtful about ensuring balance and inclusivity. She said, “I
need to continue to reflect on [carrying] the load. I need to be better at allowing others and
recognizing skill sets and virtuosities to remind myself that it may come as not being an inclusive
leader when I try to take on the work and carry the load and not share the burden.” As an
example, she described the situation she is working in during the COVID-19 pandemic and
schools across the country deciding whether to hold in-person classes in the fall. She explained
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that parents pressured the school districts to have classes face-to-face while the teacher’s union
pushed for online classes due to health-related concerns. For her, observing the difficulty of this
decision first-hand reminded her to be available as a source of support for the stakeholders she
worked with.
[I am mindful of] how I can help support the districts because the load that they are
carrying right now is intense and the pressures that they’re feeling from community, the
pressures they’re feeling from bargaining groups – everyone wants something different
and has a different opinion. It’s a no-win situation right now. This is a great time for
people to come together and lean on each other.
“Lean on Me” (Withers, 1972) also held deep meaning for her personally. “As I have
grown and matured and listened to the words, it just transcends time. I think it could be anyone’s
theme song. It just … we all have hard times and we all judge, but gosh, I just wish we could all
check that in a little bit more sometimes and provide that space for people to just share where
they’re at in their lives.” As an example, Laura was aware that as an inclusive leader, people
have a professional life, but they also have a personal life. Often times, the two conflict:
I know that we have our professional life and we have to get the job done, but our
personal life plays into that and if you are struggling right now – hey, talk to me. Maybe
I pick up the load for a little bit until you’re in a better place or ask a team member to
help. It’s not saying that you are failing or you’re weak, it is to acknowledge that we all
have times in our life.
“Lean on Me” (Withers, 1972) reminded her to seek understanding with respect to the
experiences of others, knowing there may be differences as well as potential similarities. “We
don’t really know that until you have a conversation and build a relationship with a person.”
Further, Laura shared how “Lean on Me” (Withers, 1972) related to her own identities.
Specifically, the song reminded her of her background in social work. “It’s just kind of in my
DNA,” she said, “Lean on Me.” She believed that her experience as a social worker inherently
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lends itself to being an inclusive leader. Laura said, “I don’t operate in that black and white,
right or wrong, yes or no space, which sometimes it’s just easier. But I operate in that unknown
space a lot.” The song, Laura said, was about “carrying the load – being a team player.” As an
example, she referenced the strategic plan she created for her organization. She stressed the
importance of all stakeholders playing a role in the plan’s creation and implementation, and the
song reminded her of the importance of that. The plan, she said, “isn’t just mine – it’s all of
ours. We share in that and when you need help we’re going to pitch in and we’re going to work
for the greater good and it’s not … my job, your job.” Instead, Laura encouraged her team to be
honest and forthcoming when they are burdened, often role-modeling how to ask for help. “Lean
on Me” (Withers, 1972), Laura said, helps her teach people to be team oriented and engage with
the organization and how their role contributes to its success. “It is a cultural shift to make in the
office to have trust.”
In thinking about how she developed her skill in inclusive leadership, Laura said “Lean
on Me” (Withers, 1972) described her intentions accurately. She worked hard to create an
inclusive space where everyone supports one another. Despite having different jobs and varying
workloads, she encouraged her team’s members to always support one another and never hesitate
to ask for help. “Lean on Me” (Withers, 1972) reminded her of this approach.
It goes back to being able to create – or striving to create – that workspace where you
come to work, and somebody has got your back. I think that’s kind of what it represents
as an inclusive leader is striving to have that workspace where people can make requests
of each other but also not feeling like they always have to say yes, but having that
relationship where you feel valued – somebody needs my help, I can share the load. And
so, it’s out in the space versus people having lone conversations in their head, “Well, I
could really help them do that but they haven’t asked me,” which then creates that big
barrier between people and makes it harder.
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Laura said “Lean on Me” (Withers, 1972) also reflected how she worked with people
outside of her organization. In her role, she collaborated with seven school districts. “Having
them trust us and having them lean on us when they need the help and they are carrying an extra
load” she said, is fundamental. She shared an example of a recent state mandate requiring
teachers to undergo cultural competence training prior to being licensed or re-licensed. In
collaboration with her partners, Laura said they “quickly took a look at those requirements and in
the midst of COVID, we created an online session that had synchronous and asynchronous work
to help teachers meet those requirements for their licensure.” She explained that the song
reminded of her of this initiative. They identified a gap that the seven districts were
experiencing and addressed it by creating the training. “That’s an example,” she said, “of lean
on us and we can share the load. We’re in this together and we’re a part of you – help us help
you.”
In concluding our conversation, I asked Laura to try to summarize her song choices in the
context of her role as an inclusive woman leader. She said the three songs in combination
embody what she aspired to achieve as a leader. First, she said, in the spirit of “What’s Going
On?” (Gaye et al., 1971), a leader must take a look at their work environment and determine if
the structures in place will sustain inclusivity. She said, “It isn’t just about, ‘Oh, we want
multiple perspectives and we want somebody who will provide a diverse lens to our
organization.’ If your organization isn’t ready for that, it will be unsuccessful. And so, I think
the hard work before you want to shift and even develop internal leaders to be more inclusive,
you’ve got to look at the structures that are in place for them to thrive, otherwise you will see
them leave.” Second, Laura reflected on the willingness and openness to learning from mistakes.
“Unwritten” (Bedingfield, 2004) signaled the message that a leader does not always make the
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right decision the first or second time. She said, “You’ve got to get back up with humility and
integrity and keep people focused.” This mindset, she said, is invaluable and “we continue to be
unwritten and keep writing our stories.” Third, she said, it is critical to encourage people to think
differently. She shared a story about her last evaluation where she received the feedback that she
pushed people to think differently. “One of my taglines,” she said, ‘is, ‘Why not? Tell me why I
can’t do what I want to do.’ And if you come up with a really solid reason or there is a law that
defines that, OK – I’ll live with that. But tell me why.” Finally, as “Lean on Me” (Withers,
1971) suggests, Laura said trust is of utmost importance:
You’ve got to have trust in the people that you work with. There are times I’m like,
“Oh, how is this going to turn out?” I’m just a nervous wreck and they kind of laugh at
me because we’ve built that relationship now. “Laura, it’s going to be OK, you’ve got to
trust me and if it’s not going to work out, we’ll figure it out.”
Laura concluded by sharing that training and professional development are only part of
the equation in developing and practicing inclusive leadership. She described it as a process.
“It isn’t linear,” she said. “You have to be in it, you have to live it, and you have to know that
it’s messy.”
Meredith
I asked Meredith to share a little about herself and her journey. Meredith identified as a
white woman, who is also a member of the LGBTQ+ community. She worked for a national
organization based in Washington, D.C. that advocates for equality for LGBTQ individuals and
families. She began working for the organization 15 years ago and has held three different roles.
She currently works as a senior director of programs and partnerships and leads a team of eight
individuals. Each change in her role, she said, was the result of a promotion and she has taken
on more responsibility each time. This growth, she said, is reflective of how her leadership
approach has also evolved over time. Meredith described herself as “a stayer” – someone who
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likes to be in places for a long period of time. Meredith did not spend a lot of time on her
journey, but almost rather immediately focused on her reflection on the songs she chose.
“Brave”
“Everybody's been there, everybody's been stared down
By the enemy
Fallen for the fear and done some disappearing
Bow down to the mighty
Don't run, stop holding your tongue
Maybe there's a way out of the cage where you live
Maybe one of these days you can let the light in
Show me how big your brave is
Say what you wanna say
And let the words fall out
Honestly I wanna see you be brave
With what you want to say
And let the words fall out
Honestly I wanna see you be brave” (Bareilles, 2013)

Meredith sent me a list of five songs that she believed reflected her development and
practice as an inclusive woman leader. The first song on her list was “Brave” by Sara Bareilles
(2013). Meredith shared with me that she chose this song because the artist is singing to – or
perceived to be singing to – a gay friend or the gay community.
That definitely just resonates with kind of what I do every day – talking about visibility
and being open and authentic. It does take a certain amount of … like I’m very
privileged in being able to be out. I kind of joke that I’m a professional lesbian, not a
lesbian professional. It’s like … thinking about how it’s still a challenge for so many
people within the US and globally to be able to authentically [be out].
A second reason she chose “Brave,” according to Meredith, is because the song seemed
to speak to her as a woman in general. For her, the song is about how there are times when, in
her experience, women leaders are challenged to find their voices and to use them. Meredith
said, “We weren’t initially socialized so much to do that and, if we were, we didn’t always get
met with open arms to be very direct or to take up space. So, I think that’s kind of why that song
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resonates with me so much.” She said she thought of the song as something of a personal
anthem. “It’s sort of very moving, you know – to me.”
We discussed the song in the context of Meredith’s multiple identities. As she reflected,
Meredith shared that her identity as a member of the LGBTQ community calls upon her often to
be brave. Specifically, Meredith said, “I think that my identity as part of the LGBT community
and that sort of calling to all of us to sort of be brave, to just bring our full colors front and
center, and know that we’re amazing and all of that. [The song] speaks to me in that way.”
Further, she said, she sees herself within the song as a women who is also a leader. “Brave”
(Bareilles, 2013), she said, reminded her that:
I’m meant to be brave, even though I’m in a leadership position. It’s still important to be
reminded to speak up, that my ideas matter, my voice matters, that I do have a lot to offer
– not to let the fear and anxiety get in the way of being my best. So, I think it speaks to
those two things.

I asked Meredith to further elaborate on the ways that she led and to consider the song in
that context. Meredith shared that she works hard to do her best and bring out the best in her
team simultaneously. Further, she said, “Brave” (Bareilles, 2013) related to her desire to be a
role model for the inclusive behavior that she seeks from others and to treat all people
respectfully.
I definitely encourage my team, my immediate team and my sort of broader team, even
folks who aren’t on the direct reporting line to me, to be their best. I try to kind of bring
out the best in everyone, I try to be very encouraging, I try to be a good role model, I try
to celebrate and respect the different skill sets and expertise and personality types that are
part of our team, part of our organization. So, I think about how I help people find their
best selves, I guess, or try to. That’s definitely at the center of how I approach
relationships in work – in general, but certainly at work. Yeah, I think just encouraging
people – like all ideas are important, all voices matter, all experiences are important.
That kind of thing – just a lot of encouragement.
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The words in “Brave” (Bareilles, 2013), Meredith said, are important reminders about
how to practice inclusivity as a leader. While the lyrics “I want to see you be brave” (Bareilles,
2013) may be perceived as a message to others, Meredith said she often heard the words as a
reminder to herself. She said to her, the song reminded her to not be hard on herself, especially
when mistakes are made. In reflecting on “Brave” (Bareilles, 2013), Meredith said:
It’s [the song] just such an anthem to me. I think what resonates mostly is, it’s like
sometimes we need to see ourselves through somebody else’s eyes, that we don’t always
trust that we’re smart and beautiful and amazing and talented and important and valued.
It’s basically like someone is reminding us about that.
“Higher Ground”
“People keep on learnin'
Soldiers keep on warnin'
World keep on turnin'
'Cause it won't be too long
Powers keep on lyin', yeah
While your people keep on dyin'
World keep on turnin'
'Cause it won't be too long
Oh, no
I'm so darn glad He let me try it again
'Cause my last time on earth, I lived a whole world of sin
I'm so glad that I know more than I knew then
Gonna keep on tryin'
'Til I reach my highest ground” (Wonder, 1973)
The next song I discussed with Meredith was “Higher Ground” (Wonder, 1973) by Stevie
Wonder. Werner (2010) described Wonder as an artist who was “determined to use his celebrity
in ways that would lead his audience, including a lot of white kids like me, uneasy with the
silence around them, to look, listen, and think” (Werner, 2010, p. 480). Further, Werner (2010)
wrote:
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In a pop culture resistant to religious references, Wonder unveiled a singular ability to
leave the gospel message explicit without losing his secular audience. In “Higher
Ground”, … Wonder begins by sketching the burdens of a world at war. People die
while leaders lie. Swinging with the ferocity of an Old Testament prophet, he reaches out
to God, and more in the driving, determined music than the words, leads the way toward
a vision of a promised land that was fading by the 1970s. (p. 480)
Meredith described “Higher Ground” (Wonder, 1973) as very moving in an almost
physical way. In the song, she said, “ … it almost feels like … you’re sort of moving toward
reaching for higher ground and the music itself really sounds like you’re in that process – the
movement, the motion. It’s almost like putting the gas pedal down.” In her reflection on how
she led, Meredith shared that words such as higher ground remind her to both do her best and
encourage others to do the same. Specifically, Meredith shared, “I feel like higher ground, to
me, is a term that is like humanist language, higher ground being like being your best, treating
everybody with dignity and respect and worth, and just being the best you can be. I feel like that
is essentially what higher ground is.”
Meredith shared that “Higher Ground” (Wonder, 1973) did not so much reflect her
identities as it reflected how she experienced life; the energy of the song brings out her own
energy and passion. While not a dancer, she joked, the song compelled her to want to move, to
reach high. Lyrics such as “Gonna keep on trying til I reach my highest ground” resonated with
her. Of her own work both individually and as a leader of others, Meredith said:
I just keep on trying – that there are the steps and bumps and obstacles. … some I put in
front of me and some that are put there by others, and making mistakes or having a down
day or not living up to my own expectations. Those things are real so the fact that the
song is basically saying to keep on trying – I can apply that to myself individually, that I
can try to do better in certain ways.
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Further, Meredith thought of her work to encourage others to keep trying as a
community-wide effort. Recent events, such as the killing of George Floyd and the reaction
throughout the country, compelled her to view her work and the song through a broader,
collective lens. Of “Higher Ground” (Wonder, 1973), she stated:
I can think about it collectively – like as a community, as a people. It certainly feels very
relevant now where it’s like we’re sort of at this crossroads in the US – are we going to
go into a hole or are we going to go into a portal? I was reading someone today writing
about choosing between a hole or a portal. So, this song, to me, is like saying you better
go for that portal.

Furthermore, themes in the lyrics related to keep reaching and do not stop trying also
resonated with Meredith as she reflected on her inclusive approach to leadership. Of importance
to her, she noted, is the ability to practice humility and to continue to try when she failed at
something or made a mistake.
Knowing that I’m not perfect at what I do, we can’t always make the change we want as
quickly as we want or as perfectly as we want, but you’re just constantly in this
movement and on a journey to do better – you just keep going. You have to constantly
aspire to do better, do your best work.
She concluded with the reflection that the song is almost spiritual for her. “Yeah,” she
said, “I just love it as kind of a … to me it’s almost like a religious type of thing.” After all, she
reflected, reaching the highest ground is something we all want to ultimately achieve. “It’s
where we want to be,” Meredith said.
“For What It’s Worth”
“There's something happening here
But what it is ain't exactly clear
There's a man with a gun over there
Telling me I got to beware
I think it's time we stop
Children, what's that sound?
Everybody look - what's going down?
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There's battle lines being drawn
Nobody's right if everybody's wrong
Young people speaking' their minds
Getting so much resistance from behind” (Stills, 1966).
The next song Meredith and I discussed was “For What It’s Worth” (Stills, 1966). In
their work on the rock music genre during the Vietnam War, Bindas and Houston (1989) stated,
“Both the social and political wings of the counterculture identified rock music as their
mouthpiece. Like all musical forms, rock ‘n’ roll provoked its listeners’ feelings; but rock lyrics
amplified the emotional response and participation of its audience” (p. 4). As an example,
Bindas and Houston (1989) cited “For What It’s Worth”, stating that the song “… detailed the
generation’s isolation from the establishment as well as their alienation from each other: ‘battle
lines being drawn, nobody’s right if everybody’s wrong’” (p. 4).
Meredith chose to reflect on a new version of “For What It’s Worth” (Stills, 1966)
recorded in 2020 by the actor, activist, and artist Billy Porter. Of the song, Meredith said, “I’ve
always loved the song – the original [by] Stephen Stills, being sort of a hippie-ish person. I’m
one of the youngest Baby Boomers, so I wasn’t … you know, I didn’t go to Woodstock, I didn’t
march in the streets against the Vietnam War, I was on the tail end of that.” Meredith further
talked about the song in the context of her personal life experiences. She said, “I grew up with a
very left-y sort of view of the world and the music I listened to, I was very aware of – you know,
anti-war and things like that. So, I’ve known this song for a very long time.” In addition to the
lyrics, Meredith reported that she was compelled to choose this song after viewing Billy Porter’s
performance of it. When she watched it, she said, it was reminiscent of what is going on
currently in our world. I asked Meredith to expand upon that and she shared that the song is
… very much around what’s happening right now – sort of reconciliation around white
supremacy and anti-Black racism and this sort of impact of the Trump administration on
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marginalized communities and queer people and Black people and women. It just really
… it had all new meaning, just renewed and in the moment. So, for me it’s like … it
makes me feel connected to a movement and part of a movement, and in a good way.
That’s kind of why I selected that song.

Meredith further shared her perspective on marginalization as a gay woman and how she
connected her experiences to other marginalized communities. This, too, she said, was very real
and current for her, and often informed how she led inclusively. “I think, she said, “as part of the
LGBTQ or queer community, there is definitely a lot of intersection with Black Lives Matter and
the sort of racial justice movement and the LGBTQ community. I mean, I certainly feel like
even though I’m a white person, my identity as a queer person is sort of under attack at the
moment.” “For What It’s Worth” (Stills, 1966), she said, brings to mind where our country is at
currently, even though the original song was written about the Vietnam War. As is the case with
her leadership approach, Meredith said the song reminded her to do what is right. She described
our country as being at a crossroads – “what are we going to stand for, what kind of world are we
going to live in? So, as a woman, as a lesbian, as someone who cares deeply about racial justice
and what to do for a solution, this song very much speaks to that part of me.”
Meredith described some of her experiences earlier in her life as an LGBTQ activist. The
song, she said, reminded her very much of her experiences from that time in her life. I asked her
to elaborate on this.
When I think about one of the first political issues I did was I went to a big queer march
in Washington. I remember I hitchhiked there from Philly, so I was probably about 15 or
16 or something. Went to tons of marches for reproductive choice, I went to anti-war
marches, I went to the anti-gun marches, I went to LGBTQ rights marches, I went to …
so it feels like … I definitely have a street activist part of me. I’ve participated in taking
to the streets and carrying a sign and being part of the movement, and that’s still very
much happening today. If it wasn’t for COVID and being super careful, I’m pretty much
a zero-risk taker, so I’m not going out to marches, but certainly feel like I’m in the
movement, if you know what I mean.
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In terms of how she led, Meredith said the song represented an interesting choice for her.
While she values political activism, her work was primarily in education and not in advocacy.
Still, the song resonated with her in terms of how she experienced the world.
I kind of lead like the world is on fire. I very much have an awareness, almost
constantly, that people are in the streets, that there is urgency – urgency to our survival,
depending on who you are, in the world, is maybe greater. And so, I think my leadership
is around what we need to be doing right now.
We went on to discuss specific lyrics in “For What It’s Worth” that resonated with
Meredith. She identified the following lines as being meaningful to her: “One thousand people
in the street, singing songs and carrying signs;” “paranoia strikes deep, into your life it will
creep;” “it starts when you’re always afraid;” and “step out of line, the man come and take you
away.” Again, she equated the meaning behind such lyrics to what is going on in the world at
present, with a global pandemic and polarizing leadership. The lyrics reminded her “a lot about
this sort of backlash right now that protestors are facing and certainly reminds me of what Black
people and Black men, in particular, are experiencing where you get out of line – whether that’s
driving with a broken turn signal or it’s actually raising your fist at a Black Lives Matter
protest.” She also raised a parallel issue around safety – or the lack thereof – that many members
of the LGBTQ community share.
I certainly feel like for some LGBT people, depending on where they live, that sort of
being out and visible could also be something that sort of puts you at-risk for your life.
Yeah, I definitely feel like those lyrics are … maybe even feel more piercing today in a
way than they did 40 years ago. The Trump administration is putting fear in the hearts of
so many people.
Meredith also reflected on why she chose Billy Porter’s version of “For What It’s Worth”
(Stills, 1966). She shared that Porter’s work as an artist and performer reminded her to be
fearless in her approach to her work and her life. In terms of how she led, Meredith said Porter
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and his work, “exemplifies some of what I’ve talked about – being who you are without fear,
defying expectations and just fully expressing who you are – your beauty, your talent, your
uniqueness. As a Black queer man, the fact that he’s singing this, it adds a depth of meaning to
the song.”
“The Eye”
“I am a sturdy soul
And there ain't no shame
In lying down in the bed you made
Can you fight the urge to run for another day
You might make it further if you learn to stay
I wrapped your love around me like a chain
But I never was afraid that it would die
You can dance in a hurricane
But only if you're standing in the eye
You can dance in a hurricane
But only if you're standing in the eye” (Carlisle, Hanseroth, & Hanseroth, 2015)
The next song chosen by Meredith was “The Eye” (Carlisle, Hanseroth, & Hanseroth,
2015) by the artist Brandi Carlisle. Described by National Public Radio commentator Ann
Powers as ”a quiet breath in the midst of [a] glorious storm,” (Powers, 2014, para. 4). “The Eye”
(Carlisle, et al. 2015) was written and recorded by Carlisle and her songwriting team while she
was awaiting the birth of her first child along with her wife. Of the process and the song “The
Eye” (Carlisle, et al. 2015), Carlisle said:
I'm always trying to pull all the songs together with something, whether it's a drum or a
theme or some ambient sound they all have in them, subliminally. I didn't even try to rein
it in this time. We totally let go and embraced how different our songwriting is. My wife
was nine months pregnant, so there was very little I could control except my dog! All that
vulnerability is all over this record (Powers, 2014, para. 10)

Meredith recounted a conversation she had with her daughter about the meaning of the
song. Her daughter asked her what she thought the lyrics “you can dance in the hurricane but
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only if you’re standing in the eye” (Carlisle et al., 2015) actually meant. It was this conversation
that prompted Meredith to choose the song to reflect on. Meredith said she believed the
interpretation of this song and lyrics is that it is important to stay grounded, which also reflected
how she tried to lead. Of her leadership, she said, “If you can find a way to stay centered and
grounded, even when things are sort of swirling around you and out of control, that you can find
that sort of place of joy or whatever it might be. That was my interpretation of it.”
Metaphorically speaking, Meredith shared:
… why I picked it from … a leadership mindset is that you will have shit coming at you
… all the time – you will lose funding, you will have to lay people off, you will have 20
things coming at you, you will have an administration that doesn’t care about your life,
all those things. You will have messes and you just have to not let all of that stuff
literally knock you over. You have to find a way to keep your feet on the ground – have
a little Teflon when you need to, adapt and be flexible when you need to, and know that
you’re going to get on the other side of this. That’s why this song spoke to me in this
context, even though it may actually mean something else. I don’t really care – that’s
how I hear it.

Meredith went on to explain that she did not necessarily see her physical or
“demographic” identities reflected back to her in “The Eye” (Carlisle et al., 2015). Rather she
sees her identity as a community activist in the lyrics and music. Specifically,
I don’t know that I have an immediate connection [to the song] through the identity lens.
I mean, I think certainly just maybe, again not demographic identities but as sort of an
activist, as a change agent or change maker, it’s a very inspirational song. I know this
song moves me in terms of a sense of acceptance, forgiveness – we’re all fallible, if you
will, like we hurt one another, we try to forgive one another, we try to see the best in one
another. I don’t know what identity that is, but it speaks to me … in that way.
“The Eye” (Carlisle et al., 2015) reminded Meredith that it was okay to be imperfect. In
the context of her experience, Meredith said she connected with the song because it is a
metaphorical reminder of her humanity and its accompanying imperfections. She said she
thought about choices and decisions – mostly mistakes – that she has made and “The Eye”
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(Carlisle et al., 2015) reminded her that it is okay and natural. To that point, she said, “I think for
me [the song] connects to my humanity and fallibility – you know, mistakes I’ve made or regrets
I have both in my professional life as well as my personal life, and that it’s really OK.”
In thinking about how she led inclusively, our conversation pivoted to focus on lyrics
such as “I wrap your love around me like a chain, but I was never afraid that it would die.”
Meredith said she believed such lyrics can easily be construed as a love song, but for her, it again
spoke to how she emphasized a human approach in her work. It reminded her that no one – and
leaders in particular – is perfect. Specifically Meredith said, “It feels like, you know, all I can
really connect to is the sense of some sort of humility and fallibility and what I like to call our
perfect imperfections. Yeah, it’s not as sort of neat and clean a song when you think about it
from a leadership lens, it just is a very kind of centering and grounding song to me.” Meredith
went on to share that “The Eye” (Carlisle et al., 2015) transcended how she led to encompass
how she operated in her daily life, outside of her role as a leader. Like other leaders, Meredith
said she does not necessarily separate how she led from how she lives. “I don’t separate who I
am as a person and what shapes me as a person from how I lead,” she said, “they’re one in the
same.”
Other lyrics from “The Eye” (Carlisle et al., 2015) that we discussed included “I am a
sturdy soul and there ain’t no shame in lying down in the bed you made.” Again, Meredith said
the lyrics spoke to her awareness of herself as imperfect and not always having the right answers.
Such lyrics reminded her of things she has said and done in the past, but also gave her
permission to forgive and not be hard on herself, which can be challenging for women leaders.
I think that’s what speaks to me … that sort of sense that there are things I’ve
done/said/been that I have regrets about and I’m still a good person, like I’m still a good
worthy person. I can lay down at night and just close my eyes and be at peace even if I
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don’t love everything about myself and everything I’ve done and every choice I’ve made.
That’s what the lyrics mean to me. I’m a straight soul; I’m sturdy.
“Not Ready to Make Nice”
“Forgive, sounds good
Forget, I'm not sure I could
They say time heals everything
But I'm still waiting
I'm through with doubt
There's nothing left for me to figure out
I've paid a price, and I'll keep paying
I'm not ready to make nice
I'm not ready to back down
I'm still mad as hell, and I don't have time
To go 'round and 'round and 'round
It's too late to make it right
I probably wouldn't if I could
'Cause I'm mad as hell
Can't bring myself to do what it is
You think I should
I know you said
Why can't you just get over it?
It turned my whole world around
And I kinda like it” (Maguire, Maines, Robison & Wilson, 2006).
“Not Ready to Make Nice” (Maguire, Maines, Robison & Wilson, 2006) was released in
2006 by the band formerly known as The Dixie Chicks. The all-women band had been on a
three-year hiatus after comments one of the band members made about then-President George
W. Bush. According to Watson and Burns (2010), the trio was performing onstage in London
when member-of-the-band Natalie Maines denounced Bush and his imminent invasion of Iraq.
“At this time, London's streets were filled with anti-war protesters. After performing Travelin'
Soldier (another song on the album), Maines informed her audience that she and her fellow
artists shared their sentiments, as they too opposed the impending war, but then attempted to
lighten the mood by stating, 'we're ashamed that the President of the United States is from
Texas'” (Watson & Burns, 2010, p. 327). The comment was perceived as a denunciation of
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President Bush. This lead to an uproar, including boycotts of their music by fans and radio
stations refusing to air their music (Watson & Burns, 2010). Maines went on to issue an
apology, but the impact was already felt.
After a three-year break, the band came back with a new album, which included the song
“Not Ready to Make Nice” (Maguire et al., 2006). The song, according to Watson and Burns
(2010), “established an instant dialogue between the Dixie Chicks and those who chastised them
for speaking out. Some viewed the song as an 'angry comeback', understanding the song as a
medium for re-sparking the controversy. Others praised the Dixie Chicks for their adherence to
their values” (p. 331). Later, band member Emily Robison said in a press release, “The stakes
were definitely higher on that song. We knew it was special because it was so autobiographical,
and we had to get it right. And once we had that song done, it freed us up to do the rest of the
album without that burden” (Robison, 2006, para. 13).
In her own words, Meredith explained likewise that The Dixie Chicks were essentially
blacklisted for music they created that was critical of former President Bush and his stance on the
war in Iraq and in response, they created “Not Ready to Make Nice” (Maguire, et al. 2006). In
her interpretation, Meredith said “They (The Dixie Chicks) were just like, ‘F-you, we are going
to [take this stand].”’ As a result, sales of their albums plummeted, such that they did not record
together for a period of years. Meredith explained, “It really hurt their careers. They got a ton of
hate mail, hate speech, and clearly they’re just like, ‘We’re going to recover from this, we’re
going to keep going.’” Meredith shared that she related to the song and saw similarities in how
she led as an inclusive leader. Like “Not Ready to Make Nice” (Maguire et al., 2006), Meredith
said, “I’m not ready to back down, every day I’m just going to bring my fierceness to the work,
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you’re not going to scare me into being quiet.” Furthermore, the song stuck with her for its
anthem-like qualities, which she tends to be drawn to musically. “It’s very political,” she added.
Meredith said the song drew strong correlations for her when she thought of her
experiences as a leader and a member of the LGBTQ community. But it was her experiences as
a woman that truly drew her to choosing the song:
Like as a woman, as a woman with pretty strong opinions, this is just … I so relate … my
identity as a woman definitely got sort of triggered by this song – not triggered in a bad
way but captivated by this song. I know exactly how you feel – I don’t want to be
policed, it’s like you’ve got to push back against the patriarchy and we have to be strong
and be honest with people, and so that definitely spoke to me as a woman more than
anything else.
As she continued to contemplate her experiences in the context of “Not Ready to Make
Nice” (Maguire et al., 2006), Meredith shared that many things came to mind. First, as someone
who identifies as a lesbian, while she was fortunate to have avoided overt bullying as she came
out, she said the song reminded her to continue to be true to herself and who she is, both as a
person and a leader. Specifically, Meredith shared that the song made her connect “… to being
able to live honestly and openly, not pretending to be someone I’m not – I’m not going to be
pushed back into a closet.” Further,
I think about it not just for me, but this song really, to me, sort of speaks to the LGBT
community, speaks to the women’s community – both or either in terms of, you know,
we’re going to take up the space, we’re going to be who we are, we’ve come too far to go
back – basically, is how I was thinking about it, if that makes sense.

Second, with respect to her approach to leadership, Meredith said choosing this song
helped her to put her leadership approach into perspective. Bringing her perspective to the table
at all times, even when negative self-talk occurred, is a priority for her as a leader and “Not
Ready to Make Nice” (Maguire et al., 2006) reminded her of that. Meredith said, “I think that
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I’m a strong leader, especially when I think about leading my team, but at times I’ve struggled to
speak up. And at tables of my peers or tables of people who are kind of above me, if you will, I
can sometimes feel a little timid or just not have the confidence, and this song kind of helps me.”
While acknowledging she had not experienced the same type of career-limiting attacks that The
Chicks experienced, Meredith said the song reminded her to stay focused on what is important.
She said, “It’s not like I’m under attack the way these women were that inspired them to write
this song, but more of … it’s almost like my own talking to myself, like self-talk, like I’m not
going to back down, I’m not going to play nice. I need to speak up – it’s almost like not
listening to my own internalized voice that tells me to back down.” This empowering self-talk,
Meredith explained, helped her become a more effective leader. She said, “It’s helped me, I
think, to take more risks as a leader, especially when it comes to just voicing my ideas and my
opinions as a leader – like trusting there’s a reason I’m in the position I’m in. I got here honestly
and so I just need to bring myself to it.”
Meredith and I delved deeper into the lyrics of “Not Ready to Make Nice” (Maguire et
al., 2006). One line that caught our attention was “Can the words that I said send somebody so
over the edge that they’d write me a letter saying that I better shut up and sing or my life will be
over?” Meredith said that from her perspective, such lyrics had immediate and current
relevancy. She explained, “That’s so in the moment, isn’t it? Where people are literally being
threatened if they express support for Black Lives Matter or put up a Biden sign in their lawn.
There is so much anger and hostility right at the surface right now.” She went on to explain that
such lyrics made her even more empathetic toward the people she served. She referenced her
work in the transgender community specifically, where local, state and national policy initiatives
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over the past few years have attempted to further marginalize the transgender community. I
asked her to elaborate and she said:
I can’t relate to that experience of sort of feeling like my life was in danger, per se, but I
know that the lives of people I represent – especially a lot of the work I’ve done in the
past six, seven, eight years supporting trans children and their families … trans children
have been in the sort of crosshairs of the anti-LGBTQ movement since marriage equality
became a done deal.

This targeting of the transgender community at multiple levels of government and policymaking, Meredith said, made her job more difficult.
They (policymakers) really shifted a lot of their attention to trying to erase trans people
and really target kids and their families – literally, so many families I know and work
with, they’ve had death threats launched at them, they’ve had people expose their real
identity – put them at risk, their physical safety, and had to pick up and move to a
different neighborhood.
“Not Ready to Make Nice” (Maguire et al., 2006), she said, also reminded her of the
challenges that many under-represented communities continued to face. “I definitely channel
what The Chicks were saying about some of these day-to-day realities that are just … a lot of
folks don’t realize that this is happening for a lot of families across the country. I think LGBT
people, in general, still getting hate speech painted on their garages and getting their Pride flags
torn down and being told to move out of my neighborhood.”
I asked Meredith if there was any relevance or symbolism in her choice of this song by a
band whose members all identify as female. Meredith replied that there was, stating, “this song,
being sung by women who were told to be quiet as women, definitely just sort of fight back and
sort of ‘F-you’ in it, is very … yeah, sure.” In conclusion, Meredith said, the song summed up
what she felt: “Still not ready to make nice.”
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Pamela
I interviewed Pamela via zoom technology due to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. I
began our conversation by asking Pamela to tell me about her background and her journey to
where she is today. Pamela said she was employed as a regional manager with an organization
that focuses on women’s reproductive health, where she led a team of sexual health educators
who work in communities throughout the upper Midwest. Beginning in high school, Pamela
shared that a friend told her about a program that trained and mentored high-school age people as
peer sexual health educators. She joined the program as a junior in high school and loved it. Of
this early experience, Pamela said:
I loved that an adult entrusted me with this sort of sacred and taboo information and
taught it to me in a way that was accessible and interesting and trusted me to take it
seriously and teach my peers about it so that they could be responsible and make good
decisions, which I knew we were all capable of doing – we just didn’t have the
information. And they kind of put me in this position of leadership in my community and
caretaking my community and I really liked all of that. That experience really stuck with
me in a significant way. I even brought my little safer sex kit and everything to college
and was going to continue peer educating there and all that.

When Pamela graduated from college on the west coast, she came back to the Midwest
and got a job at a high school as a paraprofessional, where she found she was able to use her
expertise as a sexual health educator.
I worked there for four years and while I was there, I taught sex ed whenever I could and
collaborated with other staff to do that and tried to bring in as much sex ed as possible.
At that school, actually they had a program run by a Planned Parenthood staff and I was
like, “Whoa, cool – how can I get involved.” And, eventually that person quit and I
applied for the job.

Pamela went on to share that one of the things that she loved about her field is that it
intersects with and impacts every person on the planet. This is
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…because sex education is just so much broader than any kind of sexual activity
somebody might participate in in their life. It’s their gender identity, it’s their gender
expression, it’s their assumed identities, it’s their assumed behaviors, it intersects with
every human being at every level of their identity. And so, it’s applicable to all of us.
Ten years later, Pamela was still with that organization. She worked her way up and
functioned as a regional manager. Pamela talked about how her work in sexual education was
central to her identity and informed how she led more so than other aspects of her identity. I
asked her to elaborate on that and Pamela said:
I do think that … I mean, it’s funny because I don’t think about my race a lot as a white
person, but I know that it is a huge part of how I experience the world. I do think about it
a lot in terms of racial equity, but when somebody asks me about my identity, I don’t …
it’s not always the first thing that comes to mind, although it is a huge part of who I am. I
think all the qualifiers, you know, if an alien were to ask me or whatever, would be
middle class, cis woman, white woman with a college education, full-time steady job.
But I think all those things inform the way I see the world but also as a sex educator, that
really puts a lens on how I view the world as well.

As we discussed her role as a leader in her organization, we talked about how she viewed
inclusivity and leadership. Inclusivity, Pamela said, is “a value that strives to bring everyone to
the table.” Leadership, Pamela said, is about being an active listener and having the ability to
understand, respect, and uphold the values of the people they lead. I further asked Pamela to
think about how her identities played a role in her leadership approach and style. Pamela
responded:
This is interesting. I do think a lot about how my privileges play a role in my leadership
style because I want to make sure that I’m keeping my privileges in check when I’m in
this position of leadership and I’m creating space for other identities to be present and
other voices to be present when I’m not able to invite them to be present and heard. In
our department we work with quite a few different culturally specific communities in the
metro area and I have noticed that the sort of love child of our organization is a program
that is predominantly white and so I just … there’s lots of race politics at [my
organization].
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Pamela elaborated on this. A white woman in a predominantly Black community
founded her organization. Those “foundational impressions,” Pamela said, have stayed with her
organization and it has not yet come to terms with its past. Pamela said, “We’re maybe at the
beginning of doing that now, so those [politics] still play out pretty strongly locally and
nationally.” She added, “I do think a lot about my race when it comes to my job and other
privileges I have and how to keep that in check.” She also shared that it can be a challenge to
consciously think about ensuring inclusivity is part of her leadership approach; however, she said
that there are practices that leaders can undertake to attempt inclusive leadership. I asked Pamela
to expand on those practices. She responded:
I think it’s developing a positive relationship built on trust and mutual respect of the
people that you supervise. I try to have a one-on-one relationship with the people I
supervise that is positive and transparent and that decentralizes power as much as
possible, that’s collaborative and meets their individual needs as much as possible. And
then, I think that helps us work collaboratively as a team as well.
“La Femme Fetal”
“Seeing bros I know slapping fives I arrived and pressed G-5
And there was Nikki
Lookin' some kind of sad with tears fallin' from her eyes
She sat me down, and dug my frown and began to run it down
You remember my boyfriend Sid, that fly kid who I love
Well our love was often a verb and spontaneity has brought a third
But due to our youth an economic state, we wish to terminate
About this we don't feel great, but baby, that's how it is
But the feds have dissed me
They ignore and dismiss me
The pro-lifers harass me outside the clinic
And call me a murderer, now that's hate
So needless to say, we're in a mental state of debate
Hey, beautiful bird, I said, digging her somber mood
The fascists are some heavy dudes
They don't really give a damn about life
They just don't want a woman to control her body
Or have the right to choose
But baby that ain't nothin'” (Butler, 1993).
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The first song Pamela chose was “La Femme Fetal” (Butler, 1993) by the hip-hop artists
Digable Planets. The song is about abortion and the politics thereof. According to Premkumar,
Brown, Mengesha, and Jackson (2017), “Hip-hop and rap – modern forms of music that
originated in poor, urban Black communities – have provided an avenue for artists to express the
collective reality within the confines of political, social, and economic oppression. In the world
of hip-hop, … discussions about the moral legitimacy of abortion also abound” (p. 30). The
authors conducted an analysis of the lyrics of multiple hip-hop songs. Their findings indicate “a
strong religious, moral and ethical condemnation of abortion as means of genocide and murder –
both directly and indirectly – alongside a conflicting relationship with male pressure for
abortion” (Premkumar et al., 2017, p. 34). “La Femme Fetal” (Butler, 1993), on the other hand,
“… gets on a soap box in support of abortion rights, but not before painting a tender, humanizing
narrative portrait of a woman facing an unwanted pregnancy” (Boehm, 1993).
I asked Pamela to tell me about this choice. She said that the song first came to mind for
her because it is about abortion, which is related to her work. When she was creating her
playlist,
I was just thinking about my job. I think growing up in the 1990s with older siblings who
kind of introduced me to hip-hop and genres that my parents didn’t play for us, I didn’t
realize right away that that song was about abortion or even that that group was so
political until later on in my more adult years.
It is a beautiful song, she said, “and it’s about supporting friends in making a really hard
decision. I don’t think I can think of any other songs that are even about abortion really – that I
can think of.” As with other participants in this study, Pamela wove into our discussion the
context within which we are living, particularly the killing of George Floyd, a Black man, by
police officers in Minneapolis. Pamela shared this perspective:
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I think it’s significant that they’re an all-Black band or group and thinking about my job
and right now the kind of race wars that are going on in the country and thinking about
the health disparities in the Black community and the conversation that is happening
inside [her organization] about reproductive rights versus reproductive justice and sort of
the reckoning that’s going on in the country. All that is just sort of what came to mind. I
think that’s a significant song.

Pamela went on to share that she saw herself in this song in the sense that she has always
tried to be supportive of friends and colleagues who are making difficult decisions. For her, she
said, the song is about:
… trying to support people who are making whatever decision is best for them. I think
what I like about this song is that’s kind of what it’s about – just being a supportive friend
and not having judgments and asking for the support you need from the people in your
life that care about you and giving that to them. It can be hard and scary to do but that’s
what we all need.

Regarding her approach to leadership, Pamela said she related to the song in its frankness
about humanity and the human condition. In addition, there is a theme of unconditional support
within the song’s lyrics.

I try to be human in my leadership style, as opposed to a manager or a leader. I think I
just try to be human first and the way I rationalize that I’m in a leadership position is just
that I’ve been there for a long time and I have, potentially, more information than other
people do, but I don’t love hierarchy – it makes me really uncomfortable. So, I think just
coming at it from a human place is important to me and I think that’s part of the song too.

I asked Pamela if she could reflect on where her approach came from. She went on to
share a deeply personal experience in relation to the song “La Femme Fetal” (Butler, 1993). She
told me that she had an abortion several years ago and that was a moment of significance in her
life.
So many people have abortions and for some people it was just something that …
whatever, and they move on from it, and for other people it sticks with them. For me, it
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stuck with me since then. I think that’s also why this song is significant to me because
it’s such a beautiful story about love and support.

She believed that this experience influenced how she led and worked with people. I
asked how. She responded that while she does not share that she had this experience, it is
something that she thinks about when she is helping others through a difficult decision-making
process. It is something that she sits with, she said.
Pamela said for her, it was significant that she chose this song, not only for the lyrics, but
for the performers as well. Digable Planets is comprised entirely of individuals who identify as
persons of color. Pamela said that for her, this influenced her choice of “La Femme Fetal”
(Butler, 1993) as a song to reflect on with respect to inclusive leadership.
I think as a white person who has mostly white friends and who spends a lot of time in
white circles, that’s my community predominantly. And so, it was significant for me to
hear non-white people talking about abortion and what that conversation for them was
like, even though I know that they’re not representative of their entire race. But I think
nationally, at least in this field as well, abortion is still a very white conversation.
We delved into the lyrics of “La Femme Fetal” (Butler, 1993) as Pamela reflected on her
leadership approach. She described the lyrics as very open and very forward about its pro-choice
message. Specifically, the song states, “Due to our youth and economic state, we wish to
terminate. About this we don’t feel great, but baby that’s how it is. The feds have dissed me,
they ignored and dismissed me, pro-lifers harass me outside the clinic and call me a murderer,
now that’s hate.” When she reflected on lyrics like this, Pamela said many things came to mind.
The lyrics compelled her to reflect on how Black people are treated in the US. She described a
photograph she saw recently. It was, she said, a picture of a young Black child holding a sign
that said, “When do I turn from cute to scary?” She said the lyrics compelled her “to think about
conversations that Black parents are forced to have with their kids in order to keep them safe or

127
just aware of what is going on in the world and police encounters and stuff like that and how
scary and horrible that is.” Pamela explained that she drew parallels to her work in women’s
reproductive health. She said she is reminded of “how hateful the anti-choice community can
really be – I mean, they’re really scary, they can be really scary.” She shared an anecdote :
I was thinking about … I don’t know if you heard the story about a 10-year-old girl in
Brazil who got pregnant from sexual abuse by an uncle and she went to get an abortion
and anti-choice protestors were outside the clinic and they wouldn’t let her in. I was like,
“Why are you protesting this young person and not the person who did this to her?” So, a
lot of times, to me, the anti-choice movement just seems hypocritical. Like, if you are
protesting killing this Black baby, which is kind of what I hear the lyrics of the song
saying – that the feds dissed me or whatever. I see that as a representation of the
government not appreciating this Black person. If you’re protesting them killing their
baby, where are you in the Black Lives Matter movement? Where are you in the police
brutality movement? Don’t you see those things as similar or not? That’s kind of what
those lyrics mean to me, I guess.

I asked Pamela to think about the song in the context of how she led in her organization
and with her team. She said one thing that was important to her was that she be cognizant of her
white identity, that she is not a person of color, and that she never will share many of the same
experiences. Knowing this, she said, compelled her to “… do the best that I can to understand
and appreciate the story and how my race and my experiences intersect with those communities.”
Pamela added:
As a leader, that’s where I have to really check myself. I don’t want to speak on behalf
of communities [of color], I don’t want to pretend like I know. I just have to humble
myself and I think there’s so many things in our society that want to empower me as a
white person to have the answers, and to know and to lead in that way, and that knowing
everything somehow is like the gold standard and all powerful. But, that’s not true –
really being able to be vulnerable and be humble is so much stronger and more human
than pretending like you know everything and you have all the power is gross and
inaccurate and not being a good leader.
“Tomboy”
“Who that is, hoe?
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That girl’s a tomboy
That girl’s a tomboy
The girl’s a tomboy
With my little titties and my phat belly
I could take your man if you finna let me
It's a guarantee that he won't forget me
My body little, my soul is heavy
My little titties be bookin' cities
All around the world, they be fuckin' wit' me
I'm a Calvin Klein model, come and get me
Step the resy up, don't be fuckin' with me
My little titties are so itty bitty
I go locomotive, chitty, bang bang
Gold hoops and that name chain
Timb boots and like, four rings
Missy Elliott, can't stand the rain
You lames playin' the same games
Little titties, I'm so damn pretty
Staircase and a cracked philly
Little titties and a phat kitty
Big pants and some scuffed shoes
Pow pow pow, Blue’s Clues” (Nokia, 2017).
The next song Pamela chose was “Tomboy” (Nokia, 2017) by Princess Nokia. Princess
Nokia’s work has “arguably brought the pedagogy of the oppressed people back to hip-hop
culture. Princess Nokia’s idiosyncratic engagement with her creativity and social positioning in
the music industry as Afro-Nuyorican woman with Tiano roots demonstrates the relationship
between marginalization, creativity, and integration into commercial music” (Elmi, 2019, p.
163). Furthermore, “her performance style is a combination of all her varying feminist
influences: riot grrrl, queer, cyber-punk, tomboy, femme, Tiano-Yourban goddess realness. At
her concerts and performances at musical festivals, she summons all women to the front as a
direct challenge to how men occupy space at public music venues…. She uses her power as an
individual and an artist to create social impact” (Elmi, 2019, p. 172).
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I asked Pamela why she made this choice. She shared that she saw aspects of her own
identity in the song.
Well, I guess I kind of identify as a tomboy. I think I have bigger boobs than her, just
because she says my little titties and my phat belly, but I really appreciate that she was
singing about being a tomboy and loving on it and celebrating it. I just really like that,
and I think it’s bad-ass and I love that she’s celebrating that – and I think more people
should … ignore those gender norms.

With respect to how she led, Pamela said she strived to bring out the best in everyone
with whom she works, and in many ways, “Tomboy” (Nokia, 2017) reminded her of that quest.
“I think that I try to see the strengths in everybody – that sounds so corny. But everybody has
good and bad and strengths and weaknesses, and everybody deserves to feel good about who
they are, and those things should be celebrated.”
Understanding and respecting identities is also something important to Pamela as an
inclusive leader. As an example, we went on to talk about the artist Princess Nokia herself, who
identifies as bisexual and as a witch. Pamela said she believed the song “Tomboy” (Nokia,
2017) very clearly reflects Princess Nokia’s gender expression and she has tremendous respect
for the artist in feeling comfortable doing this. In keeping with the tomboy theme, we talked
about a scene in the video where Princess Nokia is sitting on the sofa, next to an older woman,
who is presumably a grandmother or other elder of significance. Nokia is singing the lyrics to
“Tomboy” (Nokia, 2017) – “my little titties and my phat belly” – and she is clearly getting a
reaction from the older woman with whom she is sitting. Nokia, who had simultaneously been
eating a bowl of ice cream, laughs at the reaction she gets and ends up spitting her ice cream
back into her bowl. Pamela said that this scene reminded her of how freeing the tomboy persona
can be. “I think that’s kind of cool about being a tomboy too,” she said. Further, and in the
context of how she views people whom she led, Pamela shared:
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I don’t know what a tomboy looked like back in the day and how they were received, but
I do feel like people who … woman are allowed more grace in how they present
themselves than maybe in generations prior and maybe that’s why that old person was …
I don’t know if she was shocked with the lyrics or she was shocked at the way she spit
her ice cream out or profanity or what – the way she dressed or what.
The lyrics in “Tomboy” (Nokia, 2017) also resonated with Pamela in the context of how
she viewed her inclusive leadership approach. In the song, Nokia sings, “You gon’ meet my
army, a room full of girls and we acting real rowdy” (2017). Again, Pamela referenced the
importance to her in leading inclusively and in such a way that people feel comfortable being
themselves. “I try,” she said, “to create as much space for that as possible.” Pamela also stated
that lyrics such as, “When I step up in the function it’s a party of course” (Nokia, 2017) should
be seen as a reminder to leaders to not take themselves too seriously. In the last refrain of the
song, Nokia references to being a bruja, which is Spanish for “witch.” For Pamela, she made the
connection to spirituality and ancestry.
My first job was doing sex ed in Spanish at a charter school that was predominantly for
Latinx-identifying teenagers and so that’s kind of where I started doing sex ed and I have
a lot of appreciation and gratitude for the young people that I worked with there and what
they taught me and what the school and community there taught me.
“Tomboy” (Nokia, 2017) reminded, Pamela, she said, to continue to practice this type of
appreciation when it comes to leading and working with people.
“Bad Girls”
“Live fast, die young
Bad girls do it well
Live fast, die young
Bad girls do it well
My chain hits my chest
When I'm banging on the dashboard
My chain hits my chest
When I'm banging on the radio
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Get back, get down
Pull me closer if you think you can hang
Hands up, hands tied
Don't go screaming if I blow you with a bang
Going nought to bitch, I'll see four million
Accelerating fast I can do this in a second
Lookin' in the rear view, swaggin' goin' swell
Leavin' boys behind 'cause it's legal just to kill
Shift gear, automatic, damned if I do
Who's gonna stop me when I'm coming through?
What we got left is just me and you
But if I go to bed, baby, can I take you?” (Araica, Arulpragasam, & Hills, 2103).
The next song Pamela chose to reflect on was “Bad Girls” (Araica, Arulpragasam, &
Hills, 2103). MIA is led by artist Marcella Araica, a sound engineer who owns and operates her
own studio, who says her philosophy is “You dream with your life and you love every minute of
it. So if you see something you want to do, just go for it" (Jackson, 2014, p. 63). Pamela began
exploring this song by sharing that she loved the artist and she loved the video. About the artist
MIA, Pamela said, “She’s just a total bad ass to me, she’s beautiful, sexy and powerful, and
unapologetic. She carries a lot of marginalized identities and is just unbothered by it. I think
they make her stronger and more powerful.” I asked how the song reflected her own experiences
and identities. Pamela said the song “Bad Girls” (Araica, et al. 2103), ”is sort of inspiring for me
and a good example of just being fierce and being strong and being yourself unapologetically in
a space of adversity. My favorite line from that song is, ‘My chain hits my chest when I’m
banging on the radio,’ and I just love that.” I asked her what those lyrics meant to her and
Pamela responded that she believed the artist in the song is celebrating simply being a successful
female artist. She references wearing a gold chain, which signifies wealth. Pamela said, “It’s
not that I want a lot of wealth or anything, but I think that’s what that represents. And then she’s
like, ‘When I’m banging on the radio,’ she’s saying she’s listening to herself on the radio in a car
and her chain is banging on her chest. I just think that’s how she is celebrating.”
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I asked Pamela to think about how the song reflected how she led. She talked about the
importance of building confidence in people. Pamela said, “I guess I like to encourage people to
be confident. I think it’s really easy for women, especially, to feel like they have to ask for
permission or to not feel confident and I like to play around with not doing that – not asking for
permission, I should say.” We talked about how she specifically as an inclusive woman leader
promoted building confidence among the team she led. First, Pamela referenced the importance
of affirmation and positive reinforcement in her work as a leader. “I think just a lot of
affirmation. It depends on the person. A lot of affirmation … and I think the tricky thing is that
on the one hand, I want people to feel confident and to not doubt themselves, especially the
women I work with.” Second, creating an environment where people can work together
collaboratively is also a key element of her leadership approach. To this point, Pamela shared, “I
think that women have developed really amazing abilities to be collaborative with people and to
work well in partnerships in ways that people who were raised as males sometimes were not
taught, because they’re not asking for permission – they’re just doing.” She encouraged the
women that she worked with not to ask for permission, but simply to go ahead and work together
to achieve the best result – on their terms. On this notion of instilling confidence in the people
she led, Pamela added:
Whatever you think is the best thing to do in your work, in the communities you’re
working with, with the young people that you’re working with – it probably is the best
thing to do. You are the expert in your job, you’re the expert with your body in the same
way, and you get to make the choices – the only thing is you know that the choices that
you make are going to affect the people that you work with in your communities too, so
let’s be really smart about those decisions and take care of each other.

We went on to talk about the artist MIA and her respective identities, which drew Pamela
to this song. In the video that accompanies the song “Bad Girls” (Araica et al., 2103), Middle
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Eastern women are driving in cars and appear to be celebrating. As such, the song breaks many
stereotypes surrounding women, particularly Muslim women. Pamela noted that women in
Saudi Arabia, for example, were only recently given permission to learn how to drive cars. Of
the performance, Pamela said,
So, here they are in these cars – I don’t know where this was filmed or what nationalities
they’re trying to represent in this video, but here are all these women driving and just
having a party and raging and being strong and powerful, and all these dudes are lined up
to watch them or I don’t know what they’re doing. I just think that’s awesome. This was
just in a way that I really like.
We discussed specific lyrics of the song: “World’s bouncing like a trampoline, when I
get to where I’m going;” “Live fast, die young, bad girls do it well;” and “Cover me because I’m
changing lanes” (Araica, et al. 2103). Pamela said such lyrics resonated with her in the context
of how she led because she perceives the artist to be, “putting herself first and telling people
what to do, taking control of the road.” Pamela said these are not so much metaphors for how
she led, but rather how she finds inspiration. “They’re just inspiring – you know, to know that
other people live like that. This is, obviously, a music video but it’s a fun fantasy to dabble in.”
“Soy Yo (It’s Me)”
“I fell, I stood, I walked, I climbed
Me caí, me paré, caminé, me subí
I went against the current and I also lost myself
Me fui contra la corriente y también me perdí
I failed, I found myself, I lived it and I learned
Fracasé, me encontré, lo viví y aprendí
When you hit hard the deeper is the beat
Cuando te pegas fuerte más profundo es el beat
I keep dancing and writing my lyrics
Sigo bailando y escribiendo mis letras
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I keep singing with the doors open
Sigo cantando con las puertas abiertas
Crossing all these lands
Atravesando todas estas tierras
And you don't have to travel so much to find the answer
Y no hay que viajar tanto pa' encontrar la respuesta
And don't worry if they don't approve you
Y no te preocupes si no te aprueban
When they criticize you, you just say
Cuando te critiquen, tú solo di
It's me
Soy yo
It's me
Soy yo
I am me (I am, I am, I am, I am, I am, I am, I am)
Soy yo (soy, soy, soy, soy, soy, soy, soy)” (Mejia, 2015).
The next song Pamela chose for her reflection was “Soy Yo (It’s Me)” (Mejia, 2015)
by Bomba Estéreo. Described as “an ode to little brown girls everywhere,” (Martin, 2016) “Soy
Yo” (Mejia, 2015) was written and performed by Simon Mejia and his performing partner
Liliana Saumet, who comprise Bomba Estéreo. Both Mejia and Saumet are originally from
Colombia. The video accompanying the song features a Latina girl, swaggering out of a
barbershop, hopping on her bike, and playing a recorder while two other girls look on in
curiosity. Of the girl, Mejia said, “She represents a whole community who are immigrants living
in a foreign country, so she's representing what's happening in the world. We have lots of
immigration issues in the states — that is, people coming from poorest countries to developed
countries. This reflects a whole cultural and social situation” (Martin, 2016). The artist
explained that in Colombia, Bomba Estéreo used the song in an anti-bullying campaign. “So
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we're trying to empower people to feel that it doesn't matter if you're different or if you're from
one country or the other or you're black or you're white or you're gay. What's important is what's
inside of you, and you have to fight for that. I think the video brings this message along”
(Martin, 2016).
I asked Pamela to share what she was thinking when she chose “Soy Yo” (Mejia, 2015)
to reflect the way that she led. She responded:
The whole song is about just being yourself and I love it – this kind of dorky little girl
who just doesn’t give a fuck and she’s doing whatever … she’s playing a recorder, bless
her little soul – we’ve all been there. And, dancing in front of these little boys and
they’re not impressed, necessarily, by her, but they’re just sort of watching her and she’s
like, “Yeah, I’m just dancing,” and then she grabs her dad’s hand and walks away. She’s
just so sweet.
Pamela added that the “dorkiness” was a reflection on her own behaviors at times. “I can
get real wrapped up in self-conscious sometimes,” she said, “and the only way to get out of that
is to just let it go – you can’t fake your way out of that, I can’t. I just have to relax and
remember that I’m just a human being and it is what it is, and I’d rather just be happy being my
dorky, nerdy self than trying to be something I’m not.” We discussed how this might reflect her
approach to her leadership. Pamela said she strived to bring humanity to her approach to leading
others, to remember that people are people first. She explained:
I think capitalism would love us to not be human and has created a really gross work
ethic that’s unrealistic and it’s really easy to get wrapped up in that kind of culture where
you think you have to be perfect or you have to be working like nuts or … I don’t know,
production and outcomes and all this kind of stuff. At the end of the day, that’s not
what’s important. You just get to enjoy being yourself as much as possible and I think
that’s kind of anti-capitalistic because I think as long as we don’t like ourselves, we’re
going to try to constantly try to buy products and change ourselves to whatever the
commercial world is trying to sell us. So, it’s kind of a revolution to like yourself, to love
yourself – mistakes, flaws, dorkiness, corniness, chubbiness, gender expression –
whatever. The more you love yourself and all your imperfections the better for
everybody. Easier said than done but worth the while of pursuit.
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Pamela referenced this view of herself – this being comfortable in her own skin – as
transparency and added that it is critical to how she led members of her team. She said balancing
her desire to be transparent as a leader with meeting the needs of her team can sometimes be a
delicate operation. Achieving this balance, she said, “can be tricky because people don’t always
want you to be transparent about everything, and they still want you to be professional and they
still want to see you as a leader so you have to sort of walk a fine line there sometimes, but being
as transparent as possible is something I strive for.”
We went on to discuss the band Bomba Estéreo. The band was founded by Simon Mejia
and Liliana Saumet. Pamela chose to discuss Saumet in particular. Saumet, Pamela explained,
is Columbian, yet she referenced her Afro-Columbian ancestry in her songs. Pamela said, “I
think she’s just trying to recognize that [her African heritage] as a huge part of Columbian
history, which I think is cool and appropriate because … most places in the Americas, are
heavily influenced by African culture.” Furthermore, the artists chose a little girl in the video to
represent “Soy Yo”. For Pamela, this was an interesting choice. The artists, she explained,
could have chosen a full-grown woman to appear in the video, yet they chose a young girl. This,
Pamela said, represents the breaking up of a type of gender-ideal stereotype. She related to this,
she said, because women leaders are often feminized in a very stereotypical kind of way; thus,
choosing the young girl undermines the tendency to think of women leaders as “the epitome of
femininity.”
We delved further into the lyrics of the song, as well. Pamela shared that several of the
lines in the song stood out for her, including the first few: “I fell, stop me, I walked, I climb, I
was against the current and I also got lost, I flopped, I lived and learned;” and “the stronger you
hit me, the deeper is the beat” (Mejia, 2015). We discussed how immediately such lyrics speak
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deeply to the experiences of many women leaders. Said Pamela, “I mean just right off the bat, so
powerful and I think so deeply speaks to the experiences of many women.” Further on, the lyrics
state, “And don’t worry if you don’t approve when they criticize you, just say Only Me, It’s Me,
It’s Me, It’s Me, It’s Me” (Mejia, 2015). I asked Pamela to reflect on what such lyrics mean to
her.
Yeah, I mean that’s it, right? At the end of the day, you’re just whoever you are, and you
can try your best to escape it but it’s not going to happen – you’re always going to be
yourself, no matter what. So, the sooner you can just accept it and celebrate it, the better.
I think, obviously, that’s hard – it’s not easy, that’s probably a life-long process. In some
ways you get to be yourself, that’s a gift as well – come back to yourself and remember
who you are when you do get lost or when somebody convinces you that you’re
somebody else or you have experiences that make you look at the negative parts of
yourself more than the positive or whatever. If you are able to get back to where you are
in a good place then it’s such a relief – or kick ass I should say.
We discussed briefly how to promote this kind of thinking in leadership, particularly
when it’s so dominated by white males (Catalyst citation). Pamela pointed out that working in
an organization dedicated to women’s reproductive health, she has not worked in a maledominated environment in 10 years. Yet the same kinds of stereotypes and struggles with
respect to women leaders still persist. She added that male stereotypes can be equally harmful to
men. Men, she stated, could also benefit from loving themselves “because patriarchy is just as
negative on them as it is on people of other genders. It keeps them in a box, too, that is not
helpful.”
“Yo Perreo Sola”
“Before you would ignore me
Ante' tú me pichaba' (Tú me pichaba')
Now I’m the one who ignores you
Ahora yo picheo (Hmm, nah; loco)
Before you wouldn’t want to
Ante' tú no quería' (¿Pero cuándo yo dije eso?)
Now, I don’t want to
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Ahora yo no quiero (Pero, pero; no)
No, chill
I twerk alone
Yo perreo sola
I twerk alone
Yo perreo sola
I twerk alone
Yo perreo sola
I twerk alone
Yo perreo sola” (Cruz, Montalvo, Martinez, Masis, & Serrano, 2020).
“Yo Perreo Sola” (Cruz et al., 2020) is a song by the artist Bad Bunny, a Puerto Rican
performer who is also a practitioner of the reggaeton and Latin trap genres of music. Of the
artist Bad Bunny, Hernandez (2020) wrote:
As global as Latin trap is now becoming, markedly common in the music videos of the
genre are hypersexualized representations of women’s bodies, the abundance of money
and drugs, and the perpetuation of gender binaries that are present in Latino culture. In
his presentation of painted nails, hoop earrings, and an overall unique sense of fashion
that challenges gender norms, Bad Bunny is breaking all of the rules that had been set
forth by popular Latin trap artists and realigning them to make room for a different
audience and to introduce a new discursive space within Latin trap music. (p. 158)
Pamela admitted that Bad Bunny’s recent popularity as an artist compelled her to
consider his music as one of her choices when she reflected on inclusive leadership. “I have
been on a Bad Bunny kick,” she said, adding that “I’m just in love with his whole thing he’s got
going on. I don’t know what it is. I think what I really like about this song is that he’s using his
platform in a very feminist way.” I asked her to elaborate on this and she explained to me that in
the video for the song, there are neon lights in the background that spell out the words “Ni Una
Menos,” which means Not One Woman Less. Ni Una Menos is a movement based on femicide
occurring at alarming rates in Latin American countries (Mason-Deese, 2020). Akin to the
#metoo movement in the United States, Ni Una Menos has also appeared as a hashtag in
Spanish-speaking countries. Wrote Mason-Deese:
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Emerging in response to an increase in public, brutal femicides, as well as other forms of
violence against women, Ni Una Menos has not only organized massive protests against
gendered violence, but has also coordinated multiple feminist strikes, highlighting the
connection between violence and the devaluation of women’s reproductive labor.
Feminist assemblies, working groups, and conversations proliferate in digital and
physical spaces, producing new feminist encounters and creating a sense of solidarity
among women and other ‘dissident identities’” (2020, para. 2).
Pamela remarked that it is very powerful for a Latino male to take this approach in their
music. She noted that Bad Bunny is dressed as a woman in the video – also remarkable for a
Latino male artist.
I ask Pamela to reflect further on what the lyrics mean to her. “Yo Perreo Sola” (Cruz et
al., 2020) essentially means I twerk alone, Pamela explained. For her, the song is meaningful in
a number of ways. First, she said, it gives permission for women to dance alone rather than
always having to dance alongside of or with someone, usually a male partner. Second, she
explained, it related to her leadership style because it is about giving permission to those she led
to also dance alone. The song, Pamela said:
Actually is all about letting girls just dance by themselves – like, I think a lot of times
what can happen when you’re out at the club and you’re dancing or whatever, I think
perreo is kind of like dirty dancing and the idea is that you need that to be with somebody
else and that’s usually a very heterosexual kind of nature and I think some, if not most,
Latinx cultures are very machista and I think he’s trying to fight against that. I believe
the last thing that flashes on the screen of that video in Spanish is, ‘If she wants to dance
by herself, let her dance by herself.’ I just think that’s really great. We need cis men to
be talking about that.

Furthermore, Pamela said that it has always been important to her as a leader to accept
and respect herself, as well as others for where they are at on their respective journeys. “I try,”
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she said, “to blur the lines of the boxes that we all put ourselves in and to try to just promote
acceptance of ourselves and who we are.” Tying this thought back to her choice of the song
“Tomboy” (Nokia, 2017), Pamela added, “I try to promote whatever kind of gender expression
you want and that kind of ties back into being a tomboy, I guess, as well, and meeting whoever
you are attracted to and being OK with that regardless of their gender. And just breaking down
all those barriers and boxes and b.s.”
In further reflecting on how “Yo Perreo Sola” (Cruz et al., 2020) reflects how she led,
Pamela shared that allowing people space to “dance alone” is especially crucial in a sexual health
work setting.
Well, I think especially as a person in a leadership position within a sex ed field,
promoting acceptance and inclusivity is really important. I think it’s important to role
model those things. The young people that we work with need to feel included and seen
and heard when they’re being taught about sex ed, otherwise they are not going to be able
to access it – or it’s going to be harder. The same goes for the staff that I lead – if they
don’t feel seen or heard by me, they’re not going to respect me or my leadership, and I
wouldn’t blame them one bit.

With respect to the artist Bad Bunny, we discussed interesting paradoxes in his work.
First, Pamela shared, Bad Bunny considers himself to be a reggaeton artist and the reggaeton
musical genre has often negatively perpetuated women in its music historically. Second, Bad
Bunny is dressed as a woman in the video, which resulted in Pamela pondering what the
transgender community might think of this particular work. It would be important, Pamela said,
as an inclusive leader to know what the transgender community thinks of this performance. At
the same time, she said, in her work as an inclusive leader she related more to his central theme
of allowing people the space to be who they are. She noted, “I do think that his message is just
about not giving a fuck and just calming down and appreciating everybody for who they are.
That’s what I take away from it.”
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We further discussed the lyrics in “Yo Perreo Sola” (Cruz, et al. 2020). I shared with
Pamela that when I researched the English translation of the song, the internet search results
showed that “Yo Perreo Sola” incorrectly means “I dog alone.” Ironically, we talked about how
powerful technologies such as the internet can also marginalize populations by inaccurately
translating words in other languages. Another line in the song, “Y tú la ves bebiendo de la
botella, Los nenes y las nenas quieren con ella” loosely translates to “And you see her drinking
from the bottle, the boys and girls want with her.” Pamela said that for her, the artist is depicting
his character as someone people are a little jealous of and want to be around because of her
bravery to dare to dance alone.
Further into the song, Bad Bunny sings, “El DJ la pone y se las sabe toda’, Se trepa en la
mesa y que se joda,” Pamela translated:
So, the DJ puts on the music and she knows all the songs, she gets on the table and
everybody else can go fuck themselves. She’s dancing by herself, and she gets kind of
naughty or … what’s he saying? Flirty, I guess. She’ll call you if she needs you but right
now, she’s just doing her own thing.

This, Pamela said, runs counter to how women in bar settings are often treated,
particularly if they are dancing alone.
I think a lot of times people think that if a woman is at a club and she’s drinking or she’s
smoking or she’s dancing kind of sexy or whatever that she’s trying to get attention and
that’s just not always the case. Maybe she’s just enjoying herself or being herself, she
doesn’t want to be with anybody else – she’s just doing her own thing, she’s not missing
you, she’s not missing another person to come up and be doing all that with her. Just
leave her along, let her do her own thing. If she needs you, she’ll let you know.

This, too, undergirded how Pamela views her approach to leadership.
It’s important to remember that even though I try really hard to be aware of all these
stereotypes of people of my own gender, I still carry them unconsciously. And so if I
hear about, like for example one of my people I supervise used to be a student of mine
and sometimes she’ll share personal stories or whatever with me, and I have to identify in
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myself how to react to her – am I reacting to her as a former youth worker of hers, or am
I her boss worker now, or am I just a friend or whatever? So, she’s talking about being at
the club and partying, or whatever, and I just want to make sure I’m supporting her as an
individual woman doing whatever she needs to do to take care of herself. I trust her that
she knows how to take care of herself.
Pamela further reflected on “Yo Perreo Sola” (Cruz et al., 2020) being created a by a
person who identified as male. Ironically, she said, “Women sing about this all the time and it
just doesn’t carry the same weight to it as when a guy sings about it.”
As we wrapped up, we discussed the significance of Pamela, a white women, choosing
two songs in the Spanish language. Pamela said she frequently thought back to her early work in
sexual education in the Spanish-speaking community and how foundational that is for her in her
work and in the way that she led.
I got into this work in the Spanish-speaking community and I just learned so much about
myself due mostly to the grace and kindness of a community that accepted me in certain
ways to be able to spend time with them and teach sex ed for a few years. I’m just really
grateful for it and so I wanted to present it a little bit, it’s a big part my life, it still is.

In addition, none of the artists of the songs Pamela chose shared her racial or ethnic
identities. This, too, Pamela said, was intentional and significant. “I kind of wanted to, in
particular, lift up women of color and people of color.”
When we began our interview, Pamela confessed that at first she was unsure about her
participation in this study. She said, “I was like, ‘I don’t know, I have no idea.’ I talked to my
roommate about it. I was going to ask my staff, ‘What are three songs that I like?’ It worked out
though.” We talked about the underlying purpose of my study, which is to encourage people to
think differently about leadership in general and inclusive leadership specifically. Pamela shared
that this conversation is currently occurring in her office.
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Janis
I began my conversation with Janis by asking her to describe her journey to where she is
currently. Janis described her path as non-traditional. She has an undergraduate degree in
mechanical engineering and she worked as an environmental consultant on initiatives related to
the Clean Air Act. Janis wanted to explore the policy side of the work she was doing at the time,
so she went on to graduate school and focused on resource policy. She went on to become a
management consultant. While Janis enjoyed working directly with clients, she found her
ancillary involvement in recruiting and women and diversity strategies to be more interesting.
Janis started contemplating making a career change. She had an ongoing relationship with her
graduate university where she taught an MBA course, and leveraged that to be hired as the head
of admissions for the MBA and BBA programs. Janis described herself as curious and shared
that it is curiosity that got her from management consulting to college admissions. From there,
she moved into a role in corporate recruitment for a Fortune 500 company. Her initial role was
the human resources manager for recruiting for IT and finance. She now is an HR executive
serving as the key HR partner for a number of members of the C-Suite.
Prior to beginning her reflection on the songs she chose, we talked a little about inclusive
leadership. Janis shared a story of a colleague returning from a workplace inclusion conference
who shared with her what he learned about the difference between diversity and inclusion.
“Diversity,” Janis said, “is you’re invited to the dance, so you get the people there; inclusion is
you’re actually out on the dance floor and invited to dance; and belonging is they’re playing your
music.”
Janis’ organization had been emphasizing equity and inclusion for at least the previous 18
months. From her perspective, organizations get their best results when they ensure everyone at
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the table is able to share. When this happens successfully, Janis said employees “feel
psychologically safe to share, that we get to bring out the best or sometimes you’re allowed to
bring out your not great parts because that’s just the day you’re having. So, that’s how I think
about inclusion, really tied to that sense of belonging.”
Janis said she was always familiar with formal and traditional leadership, “but I didn’t
embrace the concept of leadership from every seat.” For her team, Janis said:
Whether [someone is] a brand new hire out of their MBA or … someone who is a really
seasoned director who is on my team, I do expect folks to bring perspective and lead in
whatever it might be – lead from the side, lead from below, lead from above. So, I look
at it as an aspect that I think you can demonstrate at any point in your career as a leader in
title. For me, it’s about unlocking the best in my team, getting them pointed in a
direction, knocking down barriers, and collectively driving a value or an impact or value
for an organization.

Janis shared aspects of her approach to inclusive leadership that stand out are her ability
to be approachable and to care. She talked about the organization-wide conversations her
employer was hosting on a monthly basis about diversity and inclusion. She discovered the
importance of taking the time to stop and talk about issues, particularly the issues that impacted
the community, such as the killing of George Floyd.
Over the past few months where there’s been just so much trauma and difficulty in the
community, making sure we’re taking time in a team meeting to talk about it and making
folks feel that they are comfortable to share how they’re doing. And then specifically
with some of my team who are African American, just taking the time and reaching out
especially after everything that happened – you know, “How are you doing? How can I
help?” I want to listen and hear some of the stories [of challenges] that they’re facing.
So, that’s one aspect.

Janis also referenced the challenges of being the type of leader who makes the time to
stop and talk in a global pandemic.
Managing in a COVID world, we’re doing a lot of Teams meetings and so creating space
just to connect as a team versus just on business topics. We’ve set aside time where we
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just spin around and I try to make sure we’re hearing from everybody on the team versus
just who is speaking and trying to pull that out. And, I think, you know, to me inclusion
also means you build the relationships, that you’re hearing different perspectives,
whether it’s from a colleague in a different part of the company that I want to get input
from, so seeking out input is also how I maybe think about it, too.
“Not Afraid”
“I'm not afraid (I'm not afraid)
To take a stand (to take a stand)
Everybody (everybody)
Come take my hand come (come take my hand)
We'll walk this road together, through the storm
Whatever weather, cold or warm
Just letting you know that, you're not alone
Holla if you feel like you've been down the same road
And I just can't keep living this way
So starting today
I'm breaking out of this cage
I'm standing up, I'mma face my demons
I'm manning up, I'mma hold my ground
I've had enough, now I'm so fed up
Time to put my life back together right now (now)” (Burnett, Mathers, Resto & Samuels,
2010).

We then explored the songs that Janis chose for her reflection. The first song that Janis
chose to reflect on was “Not Afraid” (Burnett et al., 2010) by the artist Eminem. According to
Armstrong (Armstrong, 2004), Eminem is the “professionally known as” (p. 335) name of
Marshall Mathers III and is derived from the sound of his initials, “M&M.” By 2002, Eminem
had become the world’s biggest selling rap artist and “the most popular living gangsta rap artist”
(Armstrong, 2004, p. 336). His acting debut in the semi-autobiographical film 8 Mile won him
critical acclaim; he won consecutive Grammy awards for best rap album; his 2000 album The
Marshall Mathers LP became the fastest selling rap album of all time, the fastest selling album
by a solo artist, and the second fastest selling album ever; and he toured with Dr. Dre, Snoop
Dogg, and Ice Cube in 2000 as part of the “Up in Smoke” tour, the most successful rap tour in
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history (Armstrong, 2004). Despite his commercial success, the artist had long been criticized
for his songs and their lyrics. According to Armstrong (2004), Eminem’s music contained
graphic portrayals of violence against women, which were overtly directed to his white hip-hop
audience. Further, in order to appear authentic to his audience, the artist employed crudeness
and irreverence (Armstrong, 2004).
I asked Janis why she chose “Not Afraid” (Burnett et al., 2010). Starting with “Not
Afraid” (Burnett et al., 2010) is appropriate, Janis said. When she first received my invitation to
participate in this study, Janis said she immediately thought back to what she called her warrior
playlist. The playlist was something she created when she was working through a divorce. “I
was angry and I needed just some really powerful songs, or songs that hit on maybe a couple of
those emotional triggers that I needed. “Not Afraid” (Burnett et al., 2010) is in there.”
Janis acknowledged the controversial nature of Eminem’s music, saying, “Actually, I
listened more closely to the lyrics and I’m like, ‘Oh, there’s some things in here I didn’t
realize.’” She added, “It gave me pause to say, ‘Should I take this off because of that?’ Now,
you know, although he’s white and he’s male, so that gives him a leg up from the get-go, but he
didn’t start from a position of wealth or power. But then I left it on just because of the energy of
the song.”
She said she still chose the song to reflect on because she saw it as positive and even
inspiring. For her, Janis said, “It’s actually the true sound of it and just the power that comes
from it, and what he’s saying.” Some people, she explained, “would argue it sounds angry but
it’s actually a positive song. It was him coming out of addiction…. there’s something very
powerful there of people coming together and moving forward and collectively raising the roof.”
Janis said the song evoked emotion in her, especially as she reflected on the song in the context
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of inclusive leadership. As she listened to it, Janis said, “I just feel the power. And when you
think about diversity, inclusion, belonging, leadership – this thing to step out, maybe that’s a
little bit of a theme on a couple of these, of saying, ‘I’m going to step into this, even when it’s
difficult,’ was part of it for me.”
As we continued talking Janis reflected on her own personal experiences within the
context of “Not Afraid” (Burnett et al., 2010). She talked about her divorce and shared that she
had not thought of the song beyond that experience as a mirror into her personal story, but she
could see how that could be true. “I hadn’t thought about [the song] in that way,” Janis
explained:
We managed through some tough stuff with both of our girls struggling with anxiety and
depression and some difficult aspects. I hadn’t thought about it in that realm and this was
already a warrior playlist before we managed through that. But … if I put that lens back
on it, that aspect of just strength that you need to kind of push through would tie to what
we had to navigate through with both of the girls.

I asked Janis to reflect on the song in relation to how she practices inclusive leadership.
She shared three themes for her: confidence; honesty and straightforwardness; and not backing
away from difficult situations. Specifically, Janis said the song evokes confidence. “I’m willing
to speak my mind, I’m willing to push into difficult things. I’m not timid. So, I think confidence
is the main piece – and strength,” she said. As an example, Janis shared a story about an
experience right after her first promotion.
My first year after I got promoted was not a good year – the year we were managing
through all the stuff with the girls. I had some difficult leaders to work with and so it was
not a stellar performance year for me, which is the first time I ever experienced that in my
career.

She recalled feeling angry because she had endured a challenging experience with her
children, one of whom had been hospitalized three times during that year. With candor, Janis
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said, “You know, that was my priority. But, I remember coming out of that … thinking, ‘I don’t
know if I need to deal with this.’” Mentally, Janis said, she thought to herself, “If you don’t
want to work there, you don’t need to.” After that experience, she was fortunate to take a twoweek trip with her family that provided her with needed time to pause, reflect, and reframe. She
said the respite provided her with the stamina to say, “I’ll show you, this job is not that hard and
I’ve got all the talent that I need to do this.” As a result of this experience, Janis went on to share
that she developed a type of fearlessness that she sees reflected in “Not Afraid” (Burnett et al.,
2010). As a leader, Janis said the song served as a reminder to focus on what is important.
You know, you’ve got to decide what really matters and, as you heard, my identity is not
tied to my job. It’s something I can do and I get a paycheck for and I can really make
good, valuable impact, but I moved away from where earlier in my career, I think my
identity was tied more to my work – my level, my title, and that just isn’t where I am
right now.
“Can’t Hold Us”
“Time to go off, I'm gone
Deuces, goodbye, I've got a world to see
And my girl, she wanna see Rome
Caesar'll make you a believer
Nah, I never ever did it for a throne
That validation comes from giving it back to the people
Now, sing this song, and it goes like
Raise those hands, this is our party (Hey, hey, hey)
We came here to live life like nobody was watching (Hey, hey, hey, oh)
I got my city right behind me, if I fall, they got me (Hey, hey, hey)
Learn from that failure gain humility (Hey, hey, hey)
And then we keep marching, I said
Can we go back? This is the moment
Tonight is the night, we'll fight 'til it's over
So we put our hands up like the ceiling can't hold us
Like the ceiling can't hold us
Can we go back? This is the moment
Tonight is the night, we'll fight 'til it's over
So we put our hands up like the ceiling can't hold us
Like the ceiling can't hold us” (Haggerty, Dalton & Lewis, 2011).
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The next song on Janis’ list was “Can’t Hold Us” (Haggerty, Dalton & Lewis, 2011) by
the artists Macklemore and Ryan Lewis. In their work examining the choice of music as a
coping mechanism, Stevens and Dilman Carpentier (2017) noted, “The happy, cheerful category
included LaRoux’s Bullet Proof, Florida Georgia Line’s Cruise, Black Eyed Peas’ Pump It Up,
The Lumineers’ Hey Ho, and Macklemore and Ryan Lewis’ Can’t Hold Us” (p. 17). The
authors further stated, “These songs are known for their fast tempo dance beats. Participants
related these song titles highest on ‘excited,’ ‘delighted,’ and ‘happy’ affective qualities
compared with other titles provided…” (Stevens & Dillman Carpentier, 2017, p. 17).
I asked Janis to talk about this choice of song. Incidentally, Janis shared, if she had to
choose just one song, this would be her choice. She expressed admiration for the two artists
Macklemore and Ryan Lewis. It is the way, she said, that as individuals, they try to “live their
songs.” I asked her to tell me what she meant by this, and Janis said, “They are so appreciative
of differences and inclusion and fighting for people and their rights.” She further shared:
This song has such a … you know, where “Not Afraid” (Haggerty, Dalton & Lewis,
2011) definitely has a sound to it, this one has that but in an even more positive … I can’t
help but wanting to get up and dance and jump around or something. I have good
memories of when this came out with my oldest daughter and her singing the part about
the shark. It evokes a positive time in my life with at least one of my daughters. And this
idea that you can’t hold us back. I didn’t actually go and look – like what were they
trying to get across with the lyrics but this concept of, you know, we can make a
difference, we can drive forward.

I asked Janis to tell me about how she reflected on this song in the context of how she
led. She said, “I think about this [song] and this makes me think of how I approach leadership –
like ‘why can’t we do this? Let’s get after it, let’s go, let’s work together, let’s do it.’” She also
commented on the importance of the artists’ engaging other artists to perform alongside them. In
particular, they often chose diverse musicians to be part of their songs and performances. This,
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Janis said, reminded her of how to lead inclusively. She said, “I just find that they [Macklemore
and Ryan Lewis] bring just such interesting mixes to their music that in and of itself represent
diversity and embracing other differences and celebrating them – it has a celebration to it. I love
it.”
We explored specific lyrics in the song and discussed what those meant to Janis in the
context of her work. One of the lines in “Can’t Hold Us” (Haggerty, Dalton & Lewis, 2011)
states, “Fight ‘til it’s over, the ceiling can’t hold us, this is the moment.” For Janis, it was the
reference to the power of the collective that compelled her to choose this song. It was about, she
said, people working together to accomplish something. The reference throughout the song to
“us” and “we” is an acknowledgement that leaders cannot accomplish anything by acting alone.
Janis said that reflected an attitude of “’We’re going to do this,’ not ‘I’m going to do this.’ [The
song] says we’ll hold hands and move this forward, and … there’s a collective aspect to it that …
I don’t think an individual leader can get much done.”
“Can’t Hold Us” (Haggerty, Dalton & Lewis, 2011), Janis said, was both inspiring and
reminder of the possibilities that can be achieved through a collective effort. As an example,
Janis referenced the work she was doing as part of a COVID-19 task force with her organization.
The task force was comprised of various leaders from across the organization’s functional areas,
including representation from Europe and Asia, which were hard-hit by the pandemic. Janis
described the team’s formation, stating:
We formed it fast, who needs to be at the table to be able to solve questions – food safety
and overall safety. It’s pretty senior leaders – probably half vice presidents, half
directors, maybe a manager here or there. If you were picked to come on to the team,
you needed to represent how we’re going to go about securing masks for our
manufacturing plants before anyone was thinking about masks – what are your top
sourcing reserves and what not. We didn’t, like we do on some other teams, have a
chance to say, ‘Oh, let’s talk about each other and learn. We were driving a head-on
single purpose of keeping our employees safe and our business running. But we, at
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different times, have stopped and said, “How are we working as a team?" in terms of our
mannerisms and how we were sharing information and then good project management
underneath it.

Janis said she found the effort to be energizing as everyone was working toward the same
goal of surviving the pandemic; “there’s so much trust.” She shared that at various times in her
career, she had believed she was part of the highest functioning and most effective team ever, but
there was something different about this team. Working through an experience that is new to
everyone, like a global pandemic, may be part of it, but it was also about working toward the
same goal and everyone buying into it. “This will be my legacy – this will be my team,” she
said. Can’t Hold Us (Haggerty, Dalton & Lewis, 2011) evoked for Janis a feeling of we can
accomplish something together. “Nothing is going to stop us, we’ll work this through, come out
better on the other side,” she said.
“Even If”
“They say it only takes a little faith
To move a mountain
Well good thing
A little faith is all I have, right now
But God, when You choose
To leave mountains unmovable
Oh give me the strength to be able to sing
It is well with my soul
I know You're able and I know You can
Save through the fire with Your mighty hand
But even if You don't
My hope is You alone
I know the sorrow, and I know the hurt
Would all go away if You'd just say the word
But even if You don't
My hope is You alone
You've been faithful, You've been good
All of my days
Jesus, I will cling to You
Come what may
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'Cause I know You're able
I know You can
It is well with my soul
It is well, it is well with my soul” (Garcia, Glover, Lewis, & Timmons, 2017).
The next song chosen by Janis was “Even If” (Garcia et al.,. 2017) by a band called
MercyMe. Janis described the band MercyMe as a spiritual group. Indeed, Hodges, Sharp,
Gibson, and Tipsord (2013) wrote that the songs by MercyMe evoke “an anticipation and
longing for the other. In all of these major hits, the ‘other person’ being sung about it not
another human; it’s God” (p. 337). In addition, in his work exploring the phenomenon known as
“Faith Nights” at baseball games, Butterworth (2011) found that MercyMe is one of the most
common bands to appear at such events due to their spiritual style.
Janis said she was introduced to the song Even If (Garcia, et al, 2017) at a leadership
retreat a few years back. The song, Janis said, is definitely a “praise Jesus” type of song. She
said she chose this song because of the way it makes her feel. “It just evokes emotion,” Janis
said. “There will be times where I’m driving to work, back when I drove to work, and if I need a
little bit of something to lift me up, I’ll listen to that. It just kind of connects me with my
emotions, because I can operate pretty easily without checking in with my emotions.”
In thinking about the songs she wanted to reflect on for this study, Janis said she was
painting some chairs in her garage when “Even If” (Garcia, et al. 2017) came up in a different
play list that she had compiled. She chose the song for this project because it reminded her of
the importance of inclusion in leadership.
As I thought about leadership, as I thought about inclusion, as I thought about all the stuff
that’s going on in the world today, just saying you know what – there has to be some
grounding because so much of it, if I take this in a political realm, it’s horrible right now.
When I think about our current president and it’s so not about embracing others, it’s
about dividing people, and you can get really down and despondent – and we do at times.
But, to say, you know what – you have to have faith, you have to have faith that you can
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move ahead, whatever your spiritual or religious background might be. And, what I
thought was really interesting in this song – it kind of hit it on the head, like I know you
could make this so much better, you could change this for us, you could fix this but even
when you don’t, my faith is still in you. So, that aspect … it wasn’t defeatist, it was just
like well, yeah, that isn’t necessarily … you probably ran your plans, so that might not be
the choice you’ve made but that I’ve still got this behind me, whether it’s your faith has
your back or something else. I liked adding this song because it was about kind of
“what’s your foundation” and “what’s your grounding?”

In her demographic profile, Janis identified herself as Catholic. I asked if there was
something specific about “Even If” (Garcia et al., 2017) that reflected that aspect of her identity
and life. Janis shared that she hesitated identifying herself as Catholic for this project. Asked
why, Janis referenced the fight over a proposed constitutional amendment on gay marriage in her
state a few years ago. The proposed amendment would have amended the state’s constitution to
recognize marriages between opposite sexes only. So while her Catholic identity and its related
rituals were important to her, she admitted that it was also a struggle. She said, “I have really
struggled, especially with the gay marriage amendment. I got involved to ensure that that didn’t
pass in Minnesota. I was so angry at the Archbishop at the time and the amount of money they
were spending to fight for that. And so, I was pretty much like I just can’t do this anymore.”
While Catholicism is still part of her identity, Janis said it is now mostly because of her
upbringing in the Catholic Church. Her thinking, she said, has evolved to focus more on
Catholic social teaching than on being a formal and routine practitioner of the Catholic faith. In
relation to Catholic social teaching, Janice said her primary emphasis is on Jesus and his role as a
teacher. In relation to “Even If” (Garcia et al., 2017), Janis said the song,”… is less about being
Catholic and more about … it’s all about Jesus at the end of the day, and so that’s fine. So, to
me, this is more about Jesus than being Catholic.”
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I asked Janis to elaborate further on why she chose the song in the context of how she
led. She said that it was a little complicated because she did not place her faith front and center
in terms of how she led people. Rather, she said, it is more about being a supportive force for
those she led. “I do view … religion and … faith,” she said, as “a silent force behind you that
supports you.” As an example, Janis described going through her divorce, managing her
relationships with two adolescent daughters, and leading through a particularly challenging time
at work – all at the same time. She reflected on the value of religion as a “behind-the-scenes”
form of support during difficult times. And while she did not lead with this, she bears it in mind
when people she led are also enduring challenges. As she reflected on this time in her life, Janis
said:
[There was] no way I could have gotten through that. I look [back] at it and it’s literally
physically possible to manage both the emotion and the physical and the actual move and
moving in and setting up a new house. And that’s where I’m like the only way I did that
is there is something else helping support me, to help me through a really difficult time.
And so, to me, it’s this behind the scenes support. I don’t have it in an upfront way in my
leadership probably.

We discussed specific lyrics that stood out for Janis as she chose the songs that reflect her
inclusive leadership style. In the song, MercyMe sings, “I’ve stood on this stage night after night
reminding the broken it will be all right. It’s so easy to sing when there’s nothing to bring me
down” (Garcia et al., 2017). For Janis, this reminded her of the need to balance her own needs
with the needs of the people she led. She said, “Right? When you’re going through something
and then you still need to be there for other people, right?” Such lyrics also reminded her to
practice humility as a leader. She referenced the confluence of challenges she faced in her career
and personal life, with a divorce, adolescent children, and a performance assessment that did not
meet her own high standards. Instead of being defensive or running from the feedback, Janis
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said she leaned into it. What she discovered, she said, was the importance of opening up and
sharing about her experience. Being open, she said, was challenging, because her “… initial
instinct is I can’t say anything – it’s going to somehow show a weakness. I must be a parental
failure because my child is struggling with this, and then you realize, ‘Oh my gosh, so many
people are struggling,’ and how do you connect?” The solution she discovered and found
reflected in the song “Even If” (Garcia et al., 2017) was to never be afraid to ask for help and to
role-model that asking for assistance is not a weakness. “Even If” (Garcia et al., 2017), she said,
reminded her of:
Just how hard it is to accept it sometimes, to feel the love of other people towards you.
It’s very easy for me to give the support … maybe it’s as a leader or maybe it’s just as a
person. I operate on a position of strength – like I’m strong, I’m resilient, I can handle
things, which I normally pretty much can but there’s times where you need other people,
or you need other support. And that is the hardest – so that line is kind of a good one. I
was so excited that I found this song – it wasn’t like I had to search out diversity songs, it
was more just that it was playing as I was painting and I was like, “What is that song?” I
don’t know, it just hit me the right way.
“You Need to Calm Down”
“You are somebody that we don't know
But you're coming at my friends like a missile
Why you mad?
When you could be GLAAD? (you could be GLAAD)
Sunshine on the street at the parade
But you would rather be in the dark ages
Making that sign, must've taken all night
You just need to take several seats and then try to restore the peace
And control your urges to scream about all the people you hate
'Cause shade never made anybody less gay so
So, oh-oh, oh-oh, oh-oh, oh-oh, oh-oh
You need to calm down
You're being too loud
And I'm just like oh-oh, oh-oh, oh-oh, oh-oh, oh-oh
You need to just stop
Like, can you just not step on his gown?
You need to calm down” (Swift & Little, 2019).
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The next song Janis chose was “You Need to Calm Down” (Swift & Little, 2019)
performed by Taylor Swift. Swift’s music is described by Canavan and McCamley (2020) as
having the ability to take the listener on a journey documenting a romantic relationship from
beginning to end. “Within these [songs] are references to classical figures, such as the RomeoJuliet story, but also contemporary interpretations of female empowerment” (Canavan &
McCamley, 2020, p. 227).
As we began our discussion of “You Need to Calm Down” (Swift & Little, 2019), Janis
immediately referenced a line in the song that – loosely translated – meant that shaming someone
does not make you any less gay. She related this to a recent experience where she was
participating in a parent’s forum at her daughter’s university. Amidst the talk of dropping off
students, COVID-19 safety, and other topics of importance to parents of college-age children,
Janis said one of the other parents participating in the forum said, “I’m just going to put
something fun out there,” and she shared the video that accompanied the song “You Need to
Calm Down”. Janis said, “I watched it and I was like, ‘I love this song on a number of different
fronts.’” First, she said, the video featured a diversity of individuals, many of whom identify as
gay or transgender, including Billy Porter, LaVerne Cox, Ellen DeGeneres, and Tan France,
which Janis said she found remarkable in its representation. Second, she said, the line in the
song that states “Like can you just not step on my gown,” resonated with her. Specifically, Janis
shared, “The whole concept of don’t step on my gown – like don’t bring other people down,
whether it’s my gown, his gown, our gown.” Third, Janis focused on the line “you need to calm
down,” which in addition to being the title is repeated often throughout the song. The line is
important, Janis said, because it is something that women and women leaders are told often
throughout the course of their career. In the song and video, Swift is sending this message to
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men. “I don’t know if [Taylor Swift] intended this, she probably did, the whole concept of you
need to calm down is often a phrase you’ve heard men tell women in leadership because we’re
too passionate or we must be getting too emotional – like, ‘You just need to calm down.’ And
so, I loved the flip on that.” Fourth, the song made a plea for people to be supportive and if for
whatever reason you cannot be supportive, then that choice is yours and yours alone. For Janis,
she said, “… it is this aspect of telling all the folks who are trying to bring others down … I get
you don’t want to be married … if you don’t want to be married to someone of the same sex,
then don’t get gay married. Stop bringing other people’s choices down. ‘Don’t step on her
gown’ – support each other.” That message of uplifting and supporting others, Janis said, is
fundamental to her inclusive leadership approach. “And I think that that goes both for women
supporting women, being allies for one another, as well as being allies for people in the
LGBTQ+ community, to whatever it might be.” “You Need to Calm Down” (Swift & Little,
2019), she said, “was a good one and kind of a right in your face version of inclusion and
embracing differences and celebrating them.”
We further went on to discuss Janis’ interest in upholding marginalized communities,
such as the LGBTQ community. Janis said that this was important to her because it was her role
to support employees of her organization, as well as its customers. She said she was fortunate to
work for a large global organization that is supportive of its employees expressing their values at
work and taking positions on issues of social importance. Janis said, “I remember when the
marriage amendment and gay rights were coming up, we spoke out on it because we felt like it
was not in support of our values as a company and was restricting rights of our employees. Not
all [company] employees agreed with it.” Similarly, Janis’ organization had also recently made
strong statements on the importance of racial equity in the wake of the George Floyd murder in
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Minneapolis. Such commitments by her organization helped to persuade Janis to continue her
personal journey on becoming anti-racist and more focused on equity. According to Janis, “…
even if your actions are not racist, we are part of a racist system.” As an example, Janis shared
about her experience attending an event a couple of years prior on the topic of redlining. Her
reaction at the time was, “Wow, can you believe this is happening in Minneapolis?” Janis said
she had always viewed her community as progressive and accepting of differences. She became
comfortable believing that her community did its best for all people, “not realizing that - oh, my
gosh, there’s so much in our fabric that is not helping – or more than not helping, is harming
individuals.” She described herself as being on a learning journey to better understand systemic
racism and its broad implications for and impacts on marginalized communities. This journey
further solidified her resolve to practice inclusive leadership.
Because I have a very positive outlook, I presumed the best, I trusted, and realizing we
are in a white supremacy world because we have not broken the system. Well, the
system isn’t broken, as one of my kids would tell me, it’s operating exactly as we’ve
designed it, so we need to break the system. So, how do we turn that into action? And
so, part of that is talking about and speaking out about it, going into uncomfortable
conversations, but doing it in a way …. You’re never going to argue someone into a
different position, it’s if you ask questions and try to undercover and find out where their
story is and why they believe a certain thing.

Janis was fortunate to be able to practice this approach in her organization through its
commitment to allyship and action. I asked Janis to describe what this looked like. She
responded that training and professional development opportunities for all employees had been a
big part of her organization, but admitted it was not everything, nor was it the only solution to
ending systemic racism. Over the past year, her organization had been hosting what it called
courageous conversations whereby a speaker is brought in to discuss a topic related to equity and
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inclusion and safe post-presentation discussion groups are formed to discuss what attendees
learned.
I remember we started these about three years ago and I didn’t go to the first couple
because I didn’t think I was … I was uncomfortable, right? One of them was going to be
around … it was probably when Philando Castile died was one of the first ones. And, I
was like, “Oh, I don’t know, I don’t know.” I was apprehensive.

She went on to share that the conversations became so embedded in the culture of her
organization, that employees expected them to occur automatically. The leadership team shared
routinely how the conversations are going and brainstormed new speakers and topics. “And so,
part of my role,” Janis said, “is to help leaders move into that space to try to have those
conversations that I think are really important.” Her organization committed to sharing their
materials with other organizations in the community and Janis shared that she is proud of this
work. “This is only going to work if we’re all doing it,” she said.
“Stand Up for Something”
“You can have all the money in your hands
All the possessions anyone can ever have
But it's all worthless treasure, true worth is only measured
Not by what you got, but what you got in your heart
You can have, you can have everything
What does it, what does it mean?
It all means nothing
If you don't stand up for something
You can't just talk the talk
You got to walk that walk, yes you do
It all means nothing
If you don't stand up for something
And I stand up for you
And I stand up for you, yes I will, yes I will
You do the best that, do the best that you can do
Then you can look in the mirror
Proud of who's looking back at you
Define the life you're living
Not by what you take or what you're givin'
And if you bet on love there's no way you'll ever lose
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Take a stand, make a stand for what's right
It's always worth, always worth the fight” (Common & Warren, 2017),
The final song Janis chose to reflect on was “Stand Up for Something” (Common &
Warren, 2017) by soul singer Andra Day and the rapper Common. The song appears as the first
track on the soundtrack for the movie Marshall (Hudlin, 2017) about Supreme Court Justice
Thurgood Marshall. It was written of the song and performers Day and Common:
Soulful songstress, Andra Day and socially conscious rapper, Common joined forces for
new lead single “Stand Up for Something”, for the soundtrack to buzzworthy biopic
Marshall. Day gives yet another empowering new anthem for her fans showcasing her
powerful vocals with thought-provoking lyrics from the rapper turned actor (Anonymous,
2017).
The song “Stand Up for Something” (Common & Warren, 2017) represented Marshall’s
actions as a Supreme Court Justice. Marshall took his oath of office on October 2, 1967 –
thirteen years after winning the landmark case Brown v. Board of Education (Zelden, 2017)
outlawing racial segregation in public schools. Proud of this achievement, Zelden (2017) wrote
of Marshall:
Marshall’s feelings of pride and achievement did not last, however. As the ideological
makeup of the Court and the political culture of the nation shifted over time to the right,
Marshall became increasingly isolated from, and then marginalized by, his fellow
Justices; with each passing year, a frustrated, angry, and often bitter Marshall saw the
landmarks of his life’s work – the social, political, and constitutional changes that he had
helped bring about at such great cost … being circumscribed, abandoned, or reversed. (p.
177-178)
As such, it is said that the first question Marshall asked prospective law clerks was, “How
do you feel about writing dissents?” (Zelden, 2017, p. 178). For Justice Marshall, wrote Zelden
(2017), “The goal, the purpose, of being a judge was to use the constitution to make things better
– to apply its powers to those areas of lifelong ignored, marginalized, or denigrated” (p. 82).
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I asked Janis to share with me why she chose “Stand Up for Something” (Common &
Warren, 2017) as she reflected on her inclusive leadership approach. Janis said the same day the
parent posted “You Need to Calm Down” (Swift & Little, 2019) in an online parent forum
associated with one of her daughter’s colleges, another parent posted the video of a mother and
son performing a different Andra Day song called Rise Up (Day & Decilveo, 2015). The theme
of the song, Janis said, was rights for marginalized communities. “So, I was like, ‘Oh, yeah, I
like this song….’ So, she made it on my list initially.” She watched the movie Marshall (Hudlin,
2017) over the weekend prior to our conversation. The movie starred the late actor Chadwick
Boseman, who had recently died from cancer.
There was a scene where they’re at a club in Harlem and this woman [was] singing and
I’m like, “That’s Andra Day,” because I’d just watched her sing Rise Up (Day &
Decilveo, 2015). I was like, “That’s so cool,” and then at the end of the movie, this song
comes on, Stand Up (Common & Warren, 2017) and it’s by her. When I listened to it, I
went back and I found it and then listened to it a little bit more…. This idea of you need
to ally, you need to stand up – you need to stand up for something. And, to me, I was
like, “You know, that’s kind of a nice rounding out of this playlist of the importance that
this is bigger than us as individuals and … You know, kind of that aspect of we cannot be
the passive non-racist or the passive, well I have no problem with this or that, but what
are you doing?” That’s a bit of why it landed in there.

I asked Janis how she thought about this song in the context of her leadership approach.
She said that in any typical day, she was not fighting discriminatory views or behaviors, although
this does occur in her organization. Rather, she was more focused on raising awareness about
implicit biases that come up in work situations. In a human resources role, she often attempted a
“recalibration” if people are speaking in a biased manner. In terms of her leadership approach,
Janie said, “Clearly, one of our core values at [my organization] is do the right thing all the time,
so that aspect of the work we do that we’re staying aligned with our values, I think is an
important aspect.” With respect to “Stand Up for Something” (Common & Warren, 2017), it is
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about the notion of being an ally or allyship. She chose the song she said, because “I think it’s
more just the be active – ally for something.”
Janis said it is also important to stand for oneself, in addition to stand for something. She
recounted three times in her career she advocated for herself – once when she successfully
advocated for an HR recruiter position even though her previous experience in recruitment was
in higher education admissions; a second time when an organization offered her an associate
director positions and she asked for the director-level position instead; and a third time when she
asked her boss to make her an HR lead on a supply chain project as she did not have much
experience working in supply chain. “Being willing to ask for and jump into … that probably is
what propelled me to get promoted to officer.“ She shared further:
If everyone is an X, I’m typically the O because I’m … not the MBA but I’m working
around a bunch of MBAs. I convinced them to hire me as a director when they really
were looking for an associate director and I was like, “Well, what about the director
role?” My willingness – which sometimes even surprises me if I look back – like I was
pretty bold there. So, I think it’s more if you step back and you reflect or going in and
talking to my boss at one point and saying, “Is there anything stopping me from not being
a senior director?” Just posing the question. And so, to me, that’s more the not afraid …
like you just step into it ….
Janis also reflected on the importance of having a strong sense of security with and
within oneself when you are in a leadership role. Asked how she developed this, Janis replied:
My parents got divorced when I was in middle school and my mom really struggled
because her identity was clearly as a mom and a wife, so much so that when that fell
[apart], she really struggled. I remember that being a defining moment – it’s one of those
gifts of sorrow that you get from your parent probably of, “Well, that’s not going to be
me.”
Janis identified this experience as one that contributed to her developing a sense of
strength.
It created, or maybe it was already there, but this strength, backbone, that kind of
prepared me to – like whatever I’m going to come across I can handle it. So, I think that,
to me, [the notion of strength] is just a defining thread through my career and a
presumption that, “Well of course I can do this.” We all have a little bit of that imposter
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syndrome that comes in at different times, but I think I’ve got less of that now. You kind
of see your strengths, you know, but I know there are some things I’m not good at.
Janis concluded our conversation saying that lyrics such as “And I stand up for you”
(Common & Warren, 2017) reminded her of her inclusive approach to leadership, especially as
she thought about her team. She said that some of her best moments leading are doing a quick
huddle with her team to connect not only on work, but on life, as well. “I leave these meetings
energized because I love leading them and I love what I learn from them, and I just appreciate
the talent that they’re bringing.”
Tori
I interviewed Tori via Zoom due to the COVID-19 pandemic. I began by asking her to
share a little about her background and journey. Tori, who identified as white and as a member
of the LGBTQ+ community, spoke of her education and professional journey. When she talked
about her background, she said, “I think I knew what I was called to do really early. I think I
didn’t know how that was going to be a job.” She recounted how she studied communications in
college, and that she also had a strong interest in politics, which had been instilled in her at a
young age by her family.
I came from a family that regularly talked about politics at the dinner table – it’s very
much a part of my family’s immigration story to talk about what it was like, especially
for my grandma, to take care of her siblings so that her mom could go take her citizenship
test. So, I think this idea of sort of civic engagement or public service felt clear to me.

Tori said she pondered how this interest in politics and civic engagement could relate to
communications as she navigated her undergraduate experience.
I thought when I did my college essays that I was going to be a speech writer – like that’s
what seemed really interesting to me as I went into school. My junior year of college, I
was tired of working on campus. I lost my election for student body president – I had
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been vice president. And so, I was starting to look for stuff off campus even though I had
a year left.

This exploration helped her to discover community organizing, grassroots fundraising,
and door-to-door canvassing, which led her to take on a summer job. Having enjoyed this
experience, she shared that she was highly motivated to continue this work during her senior year
of college. “I built my whole senior year class schedule around that and then, you know, I
graduated on a Saturday and started working full-time on a Monday.”
Tori went on to work as a community organizer for another 20 years on a variety of
social and political issues. She described herself as a “progressive issues mutt,” working on a
wide variety of social and political issues. She worked for a national organization that took her
to 18 different cities over 20 years. Regarding inclusive leadership, she said:
I think, for me, I was really lucky that some of my very first experiences as a young adult
were on very mixed teams. So, I had leaders that were people of color, that were men,
that were LGBT. I was on a cross-generational team and so I saw the value of that mix
and I just really wanted to be a valuable contributor.

Tori went on to start her own consulting firm that specialized in helping organizations
build and manage diverse teams. Her business partner is a Latino who also identified as gay. I
asked Tori how she made the leap from community organizing to running her own consulting
firm.

She said:
How I got to exactly where I am now is Donald Trump got elected President the same
year that I got divorced. I was doing a really big life reset anyways – unplanned, but
necessary, and so I thought where do I think I can be of most value given a really volatile
time. And so, I had thought I was going to stay as an executive director of non-profits
forever, and then [her business partner] and I started doing work together and we said,
“You know what? We could build our own thing and do exactly what we think would
help.” My business just celebrated our third anniversary.
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Before we explored her musical selections, we spoke briefly about how Tori approached
inclusive leadership in her work. She said that for her, inclusive leadership is ensuring that you
are creating the best possible working conditions for people to do their best work and be
successful. “It’s my job to make sure I build a dream team and then give them everything they
need to bring their special sauce to the work. And I think kindness is at the center, for me, of
inclusivity.” Tori gave credit to the people she worked with over time who are different from her
and who helped her to develop this approach. She said, “I know I have been made smarter
because people who have lived a different life than me are right up next to me. I like to surround
myself with people that I think are smarter than me in a ton of ways.”
Also central to her approach to inclusive leadership was the idea of upholding others.
She attributed this to her past as a community organizer and “movement-builder.” Tori viewed
upholding others and sharing the burden as central to her work.
Folks came before me, folks are coming after so what is my responsibility to run my leg
of the relay as strong as I can because it’s going to impact other people and people
worked really hard to start me where I started. And so I feel the weight of that
responsibility and I honor how hard it is to choose to keep getting up every day and do it
some more when other things could be less taxing.

Before reflecting on her individual song choices, Tori mused that the songs she chose
were time-stamped in her leadership journey; meaning they reflected where she perceived herself
to be at present with respect to practicing inclusive leadership. Tori said, “I think I would have
had really different answers if it’s what were you listening to at the beginning of your leadership
journey [versus] what are you looking for now.” She added that she was excited about
participating in the project because music was important to her. For her, she used music as a
way to re-energize and rejuvenate. Specifically, Tori shared:
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I think there’s a time in your leadership at which you don’t really have peers anymore,
you do feel like you’re dangling a little bit by yourself because your peers are at other
organizations – they’re not at your organization anymore. And so I think music has
really served as a place where I feel understood because I can find what’s speaking to me
at the time and so I think … it’s gotten me very interested about what I’ll be listening to
in five years – just like, huh, what’s that going to be? That will be fascinating.
“There is so Much More”
“When I heard the news, my heart fell on the floor
I was on a plane on my way to Baltimore
In these troubled times it's hard enough as it is
I wondered how so many could be in so much pain
While others don't seem to feel a thing
Then I curse my whiteness and I get so damned depressed
In a world of suffering, why should I be so blessed?
My soul has known a better life than this
Sometimes my trouble gets so thick
I can't see how I'm gonna get through it
But then I would rather be stuck up in a tree
Than be tied to it
I know
There is so much more
I don't feel comfortable with the way my clothes fit
I can't get used to my body's limits
I got some fancy shoes to try and kick away these blues
They cost a lot of money but they aren't worth a thing” (Dennen, 2006).
The first song on Tori’s list was “There is so Much More” (Dennen, 2006) by the artist
Brett Dennen. In an interview with the Santa Barbara Independent (Horrigan) in 2018, Dennen
was asked about his belief that music can bring people together. He responded: “Music alone
inspires. That’s what I believe. It makes you feel. Feelings are powerful, they move people”
(Horrigan, para. 5).
When I asked Tori why she chose this song, she said it was because of “the sort of picture
he paints.” She referred to the song as both grounding and a reality check for her both personally
and professionally. Tori described “There is so Much More” (Dennen, 2006) as a post-9/11
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story, which was a defining moment in her career as a seeker of justice. “So, I really resonated
with remembering exactly where I was and then what that changed for me – sort of in my
trajectory.” Tori focused on a line in the song that says, “I curse my whiteness and I get so
damned depressed.”
I was like, “I know, I feel that way too.” And then [the song] really talks about the haves
and the have nots, right. And says that it just doesn’t make any sense that we have so
much and not everybody has what they need, and I think that feels really at the core for
me of why I’m clear a lot of our systems are just incorrect – they’re just wrong, because
we have enough but we’re not distributing it well.

The song also resonated with her from her perspective as a female leader. She wrestled
with wondering if she is ever doing enough, especially when it comes to the work of inclusivity.
In the song, Dennen (2006) sings, “I can’t get used to my body’s limits. I got some fancy shoes
to try and kick away these blues. They cost a lot of money, but they aren’t worth a thing.” As a
female leader, she said:
I get furious that my body can’t keep up with an inhumane level of work. I know it’s
correct, I know my body is trying to tell me stuff, but it’s taken me a long time and I
continue to wrestle with that. So, I think that idea of what is enough-ness as a leader and
when you’re trying to do inclusive work, and we’re in a very exclusive culture, how do
you feel a sense of satisfaction in your work and your leadership ever, because it feels
like pushing on an ocean.
Tori shared that she saw herself developmentally in “There is so Much More” (Dennen,
2006) as well. The song is about the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon,
which occurred when she was a sophomore in college. Tori’s birth year places her between the
millennial and Generation X generations. Because of this, she views her work in inclusive
leadership as a bridge builder.
I was born in 1980, so I had a fully analog childhood and a fully digital adulthood, and so
I really see myself as a bridge generation, given that there are five generations in the
workforce right now. I think we are being unbelievably disrespectful to our elders in the
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workplace and I think we are being holistically dismissive of young folks, and both
[views] are stupid.
“There is so Much More” (Dennen, 2006) also reminded her of her career arc. She
worked on multiple societal issues over the years, some she has won and some she has lost.
Because there is so much more work to be done for equity and justice, the song again reminded
her to consider her own health and well-being in her own leadership journey.
So, if I am mid-career, there’s a lot that I want to do before I’m done and I’m half-way in.
I’m 20 years in, 20 years to go. The not being able to get used to my body’s limit stuff is
about what kind of a CEO am I going to be and it’s not the kind that are in movies and
the kinds that are driving themselves towards a heart attack and the kinds that are just
unsustainable. So, really trying to think about how my health and well-being is important
to the movement I’m trying to lead, so trying to remember that I’m part of that picture or
that I’m actually an asset, is hard to remember, but this song helps me do that.
The song also connected with Tori’s identity as a white women leader. It reminded her
of being mindful of how she uses her identity and privilege. Specifically, Tori said:
I am conscious constantly of the reality of being a white leader, who is a woman at this
moment and how bodies like mine are being weaponized against, especially, men of
color. So, how I can inhabit the body I happen to be sent here in to figure out ways to
open doors or get my friends in? If I acknowledge it every day, how can I use it for
good?
“There is so Much More” (Dennen, 2006) inspired her to want to do more in her role and
in her community. Tori said, “I think being part of the people who are alive right now who want
to do the reconciliation and repair work – in the US we just haven’t done that yet. We just refuse
to tell the truth and if we could do that, we could start healing. I really want to be part of that.”
On how she led, Tori said the song reminded her to consider the needs of others in her
work. Not everyone, she said, can perform optimally around the clock. Previously, she had high
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expectations of people she led and held them to perhaps an unreasonable standard. “There is so
Much More” (Dennen, 2006) reminded her to think about this differently.
I have to remember that other people’s bodies have limits too, and that doesn’t make
them better or worse or capable or incapable. In my past, I’ve gotten really judgmental
when people can’t work seven days a week for three months in a row. I think, “Oh, I
couldn’t really do that well either….” So, I have to keep remembering that other people
are … having such different physical experiences with anxiety, depression, fear,
excitement, motivation. So, [the song] helps me remember that not all of our limits are
the same, which also influences my leadership by always building a team. I don’t lead
alone and it’s not because I don’t think I can, it’s because I don’t want to.

This realization made Tori think of her business partner and how they committed to
sharing the workload so that neither bears the brunt of it. “I think of my business partner,” she
said. “[We built] a staff as quickly as we could raise money for, so that we can share the load a
little bit – so if one of us is down, the other one can pick up, I think to me feels like a purposeful
antithetical to rugged individualism.” “There is so Much More” (Dennen, 2006), she said, is
about actively working – and working with others – to find solutions to problems.
I think the lyrics in this song remind me of a concept I was taught a long time ago called
followership. And so, I think there’s a way in which in the song Brett Dennen is not just
bemoaning and is not just like, “Oh, boy, it’s tough out there,” but is like, “So what can
we try, how can I help?” So, I do think there is this energy of participation in the song,
it’s not that the world is happening to us, we are active participants. And so, I think that
… the length and the clarity and the truth is just … it just keeps showing up – there’s
going to be more, so just keep showing up. It’s sort of the quietest song on my list. I also
think in that way, I’m a fairly bombastic leader and I’ve learned how to play different
roles and how to get quieter so that I can be a good follower. And I would say a really
good example right now is the Defund the Police movement. So, I don’t know
everything about it. I know the people who are leading it and I trust them implicitly, that
they have considered each and every question I could possibly ask. So, rather than talk
about it like they haven’t, it’s my job to say they have alternatives in their hands, they
know exactly what we can do, let’s go that way or how I can kind of add my energy
where somebody else has clarity and I don’t.
As a final reflection on “There is so Much More” (Dennen, 2006), Tori said this song and
others by the same artist helped her to reconnect and reengage as a leader when circumstances
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become difficult or distracting. She said, “I think there is sort of some solace in a bunch of his
songs that just remind me to put the next foot in front of the other, and so I think it is on sort of
my quieter, contemplative days that help me not think it all to death before I do the next right
thing.” She added, “[It helps to] listen to certain albums or certain songs or certain playlists I’ve
made that help reground me in my leadership when I’m feeling distracted, overwhelmed, or like
it’s not good.”
“Freedom”
“I'm telling these tears, go and fall away, fall away
May the last one burn into flames
Freedom
Freedom
I can't move
Freedom, cut me loose
Singin', freedom
Freedom
Where are you?
'Cause I need freedom, too
I break chains all by myself
Won't let my freedom rot in hell
Hey! I'ma keep running
'Cause a winner don't quit on themselves
I'ma wade, I'ma wave through the waters
Tell the tide, "Don't move"
I'ma riot, I'ma riot through your borders
Call me bulletproof” (Lomax, Knowles, Williams, Macintosh, Tirado & Crenshaw,
2016).
The next song Tori chose to reflect on in the context of her inclusive leadership style was
“Freedom” (Lomax et al., 2016) by the artist Beyoncé and featuring Kendrick Lamar. Of
Beyoncé’s performance of “Freedom” (Lomax et al., 2016) on the Black Entertainment
Television (BET) Awards in 2016, Phelps-Ward, Allen, and Howard (2018) wrote that the
response to the performance “was overwhelming, positive, and inspirational especially given the
current racial climate of the United States for Blacks (e.g., frequency of racialized police
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violence, race-centered hate crimes and college student activism, and race-related platforms of
presidential candidates). Further, Phelps-Ward et al., (2018) wrote:
The “Freedom” song from Beyoncé’s Lemonade album and BET Awards performance
created a space for expression at a time when Black lives, Black activism, and Black
culture have been at the forefront of media coverage while simultaneously at the
periphery of broader public concern. Beyoncé’s opening BET Awards performance set
the tone for an incredibly powerful and moving award show. The2016 BET Awards
show was explicit in the need to showcase performances and curate an environment that
supported the new Black consciousness of the time and in many ways gave viewers at
home permission to be unapologetically Black, even just for three hours. However,
Beyoncé’s performance did more than serve as a warm-up for her home and live
audiences. Her performance, featuring rapper Kendrick Lamar, gave viewers a glimpse
into her successful Lemonade Tour. More importantly, Beyoncé’s performance
represents a set of contradictions about Black women in America and offers illustrative
symbolism into the promise of freedom that has yet to be granted. (p. 50-51)
With that as a backdrop, I asked Tori why she chose “Freedom” (Lomax et al., 2016) for
her reflection. Once again, Tori referenced the results of the 2016 presidential election and the
victory of Donald Trump as an impetus for choosing this song. She shared that the song was
released approximately four months before the 2016 presidential election. When she saw the
accompanying video to the song “Freedom”, which includes Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. speaking
in the background as a cast of all Black women take the stage, Tori said her reaction was, “This
is why white people are scared – because Black folks are really clear.” In addition, the song’s
lyrics demand, “Freedom, cut me loose” (Lomax et al., 2016). Tori said that the song inspired
her to want to continue her inclusive work in the spirit of her community-organizer past
I continue [this work] because that performance also starts with a Martin Luther King
recording and the dancers, the clarity, the freedom of movement, the fact that there is a
Black Entertainment Television commercial and awards – because awards have been so
white for so long, the only way artists are going to get rewarded for their work, right?
Again, it’s like everybody is waking up to something that has just been under our nose
the whole time.
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Tori related the way she experienced the song to her experiences as an LGBTQ+ woman.
She characterized the song as both a call to action, as well as a source of energy for her,
especially as a leader and professional.
When I think about liberation as an LGBT person, freedom is the word that sounds right
to me and seeing those women and those dancers be free, I feel like for the last many
years we’ve such choreographed music and, of course, this was choreographed but it was
free – it was different. And I think for me, there is … it feels like a call in, not a call out,
and it’s an invitation that freedom could be accessible to all of us. I think whenever I
need energy in the workday, I’m like – you know what? I shut the lights off and five
minutes later I’ll feel totally different after watching this.

Tori shared that, like her, the song envisions a world where everyone is valued and
respected. “I love the idea of I’m free to bring all of my assets while I’m on the planet. How do I
add to that freedom for other people, where have I been made to not feel free?” Furthermore, as
a member of the LGBTQ+ community that has been long marginalized, Tori said the song brings
about in her a desire to protect her community. She said that watching Beyoncé perform the
song is akin to the artist herself,
“be[ing] really overt about her desire to take care of her people. [It] is just so clear and
when I think about my relationship to that and wanting to take care of my people –
whether that’s my chosen family or my family or my team or my colleagues, and I think
it is leadership that is claiming a beautiful enough vision. Right? Vision is something I
can get excited about.”

As a leader, Tori said the song reminded her be bold, to break down barriers to success,
and to use her position to change the world for others, especially those with marginalized
identities. In addition, the song reminded her of how she has grown as a leader to be more
inspirational and supporting rather than directing. Specifically, Tori shared:
I think one of the blessings of mid-life is [that I can] continue to strip away that which
other folks have told us are limits that have never felt true to us and now we’re grown
enough to say I’m not going to follow those rules, I don’t care that you’ve set those for
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me. So, I really am in an inspirational time of my leadership, which I think I was
probably more directive 10 years ago than I am now.
The boldness of “Freedom” (Lomax et al., 2016) inspired Tori to embrace emotional
expression, especially by others whom she is leading. This is something she developed and
learned over time, which has contributed to her development as an inclusive leader.
I think I’ve learned to be less afraid of people having huge feelings. I think I was raised
in such a way that quiet was more important and controlled was really important, and
over time when I’ve had staff weeping in my office or I’ve had people furious at me,
about me – whatever it is…. How can you hold the charge of the electricity of what’s
happening and I think this song reminds me that we can hold a really high charge.

Tori connected the song with how she thought about including people as a leader. To
accomplish this, she keeps in mind that there are times when she should play the role of “back-up
dancer” and times when she needs to play the role of “director.” She reminded herself that she
cannot take on everything that she would like to and relies on others. When she is able to
accomplish this, she can see the reaction on people’s faces. In the video, she said, “You can see
icons in the audience having really big reactions and you’re just like, ‘Oh, you can tell when
something speaks to people.’ I think those are moments I look for now, what’s resonating and
how would I know, and then the same thing – what’s resonating with me in community?”
Tori added that the song “Freedom” (Lomax et al., 2016) is so powerful in part because it
is about more than the individual; it is also about community. Looking at the video, which
depicted several people dancing on a stage at one time, made her ask the question: “’What if we
all screamed together at the same time?’ I was like, ‘Oh, that would feel great.’ Remembering
that scaling up when we’re trying to make community-level change is … really important.”
We went on to discuss the song lyrics that resonated with Tori as she reflected upon her
leadership. Some of the lyrics we discussed include: “A winner doesn’t quit on themselves;”
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“Call me bullet proof;” “Cut me loose;” “I break chains all by myself;” and “And I need freedom
too.” For her, Tori said, these lyrics
… really speak to getting rid of the freedom constraints that were put on us as female
leaders to make us small and hold us back. And what would it be like if we had room
and we didn’t have to be pretty or nice or quiet. What if we got to bring what I call our
full thunder, what would that do to the world? I think it’s a very hopeful call to action
that’s scary to live in too because most of us haven’t been given that freedom of
movement. So, not knowing what the consequences are is pretty scary. But, knowing
that not trying sounds worse.
“Slumber”
“Wake on up from your slumber
Baby, open up your eyes
Wake on up from your slumber
Baby, open up your eyes
Come on
Sing like we used to
Dance when you want to
Taste of the breakthrough
And open wide
All these victims
Stand in line for
The crumbs that fall from the table
Just enough to get by
All the while
Your invitation
Wake on up from your slumber
Baby, open up your eyes
Wake on up from your slumber
Baby, open up your eyes
Wake on up from your slumber
Baby, open up your eyes
Come on
Sing like we used to
And dance like you want to
Come on darling and open your eyes
I wanna sing it like we used to
And I wanna dance like we want to
Come on darling and open up your eyes” (Rinehart & Rinehart, 2011)
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The next song Tori and I discussed in the context of her leadership was “Slumber”
(Rinehart & Rinehart, 2011) by the band Needtobreathe. The band was headed up by two
brothers from Seneca, South Carolina. Their music is described as part alt-rock, part southern
country, part gospel, and part Christian (Barto, 2012). Indeed, “Slumber” (Rinehart & Rinehart,
2011) reached number 26 on the Christian rock charts in 2011 (Barto, 2012).
Tori stumbled upon the band Needtobreathe when they performed a post-set for a more
prominent artist whom she had gone to see live. On a personal note, she shared that she often
turned on this song while still in bed as motivation to get up. Tori explained, “It helps every
time and I think, for me, it is the get up, keep going wake-up-song.” In addition, the song served
as a reminder that inclusivity and justice are a collective effort. In the song, she said, “I think we
are asking people to get awake and stay awake and I do think it’s watching an awakening. I
think the open up your eyes part is so clear when it is our ability to have horse blinders on and
just be like, ‘No, thank you – I don’t really want to look at that.’” The song, she said, reminded
her that sometimes you have to open your eyes and really see what is going on around you.
Oftentimes, she said, people have a blatant unwillingness to be touched by difficult situations.
She added:
I know I’ve experienced that as a leader a lot. I often don’t have any feelings until way
later because the first thing I’m trying to figure out is what is this crisis, what does this
opportunity mean for my team, myself, our business? Then later, I’m like, “Yeah, and
how did that land on me now that I’m sure that everybody else is OK?”

The COVID-19 pandemic occurring at the time of this writing provided an example for
Tori of how easy it is to stay complacent, even as a leader. Of the pandemic, Tori said, “I think
… it is us waking up to so much of just the pedantic parts of life that we were all just sort of
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sleeping through. If most of our days are habits, which ones are we awake to and we’re
consciously making, and which ones are just because they’re a habit?”
The importance of breaking old habits, which the song brought to mind for her, reminded
her of the importance of taking an innovative approach to leadership and being mindful of being
stuck in old patterns of behavior. She said, “I think as I try to lead in innovative ways now, I’m
often asking myself the question, ‘What don’t I see? There must be something I’m not seeing.’”
In that way, she said, “Slumber” (Rinehart & Rinehart, 2011) reminded her that the journey to
becoming an inclusive leadership is never done. “My assumption is we go back to sleep and
then we’ve got to get up again, so sort of that cyclical nature of needing to keep choosing to do it
is like there’s not going to be a destination – you just have to keep making that choice [to
practice inclusive leadership].”
In thinking about the lyrics in the song, Tori said she heard an acknowledgement of
classism and socioeconomic disparities in lyrics such as “All these victims/Stand in line for/the
crumbs that fall from the table” (Rinehart & Rinehart, 2011). This, in turn, reminded her of how
vulnerable many Americans are to financial ruin. What resonated with her in thinking about this
song
… is the truth of how on the precipice most Americans are and we’ve been told it’s
because of bad personal decision making, when in fact it’s systemic. This is not
absolving people of all personal responsibility, but it’s like we just operate in a way that
is every man for themselves and I don’t think we will ever know the physical and
emotional toll of not having [for example,] universal health care takes on us. There are
countries around the world that you cannot become homeless, you cannot be hungry; they
will not allow it. I was like, “Wow. What’s the difference between covenanting to say
we are our brothers and sisters keeper,” and then being like, “Oh, you only have crumbs –
too bad for you.”
Reflecting on this theme in “Slumber” (Rinehart & Rinehart, 2011) reminded Tori to
think about her role as a leader, particularly as it relates to generosity and giving back. As her
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business continues to grow and be successful, she said that on the one hand, she and her business
partner want to be able to meet people’s basic needs. At the same time, they want to be able to
fairly compensate members of communities – marginalized communities, in particular – who
have been underpaid throughout history. This is also what motivated her to become an
entrepreneur in the first place. To this point, Tori said:
I’m trying to figure out as a leader what generosity looks like, what tithing looks like,
what our giving looks like. Really trying to figure out baseline Maslow’s Hierarchy stuff
that is important for our staff because we continue to hire people of color, women, LGBT
people who are just historically underpaid. So, I think my identity as an entrepreneur is
also [to ask] where are the risks, and at some point, I felt safer to bet on myself than to
stay tucked up under something that wasn’t going to take good care of me.
Ironically, as she was reflecting on the song “Slumber” (Rinehart & Rinehart, 2011) in
the context of her approach to inclusive leadership, Tori shared that her business partner often
refers to her as the “wake-up person.” Asked what this means, Tori said, “Like spiritually, I
want to shake people by the shoulders, be like, ‘Come here, come here.’ It’s like when your
parent says, ‘Look at me in the eyes when I’m talking to you.’” Her business partner, she said,
took a much gentler approach. She said she was aware that people do not always appreciate the
“wake-up” approach. As a leader, Tori said, “I am the wake-up person and I think that can be
abrasive, it can be jarring.” This awareness was important to consider in her leadership style and
approach. At the same time, she has observed many women leaders placing a greater emphasis
on being liked than being respected for the work that they do and the decisions that they make.
I think as a female leader really wrestling head on with likeability – it’s more important
to me that I’m respected and listened to than liked. It’s always nice when it happens as a
bundle, but it doesn’t always. I’m not going to be liked at the risk of not telling the truth,
I’m just not going to trade those.
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That said, Tori shared she was still learning as a leader. Similar to building a movement
for justice, Tori said, “This is forever work.” Despite her years of experience as an inclusive
leader, there were times when she still experienced shame and embarrassment when she was
unaware of something isolating or alienating occurring in a room or in a conversation. Going
back to the song “Slumber” (Rinehart & Rinehart, 2011), she said it reminded her to wake up
and pay attention. For her, inclusive leadership is about acting appropriately upon that
embarrassment when it happens to turn it into something constructive.
I think I’m able to move from embarrassed to action pretty fast, but I think I continue to
wrestle and rumble with fear, anger, and frustration at what I was taught versus what I
wish I knew to be a decent person in life in 2020. I’m furious that I know that I couldn’t
tell you most things about American history. How did that happen? So, I think, for me,
[the song] is also remembering that we got lulled to sleep – in some ways on purpose.

In addition to continuous and life-long learning, Tori described her work in inclusive
leadership as re-education. She said she resented this, but it was necessary if we were to create
positive change both within organizations and in communities. And, everyone has to be willing
to engage in the work and commit to continuous learning, according to Tori.
I deeply believe people will be waking me up to stuff I have had no idea about in my
whole entire life. I think you just sort of have to buckle up and make the commitment
that if you can surround yourself with teachers you will keep learning. I try to come with
a beginner’s mind and then when folks are waking me up, I’m like, “Oh, of course, I
didn’t know that – yup, tell me everything.”
Like other participants in this study, current events also had an impact on Tori’s
reflections. Tori referenced the recent murder of George Floyd by Minneapolis police officers in
hearing lyrics such as “Tongues are violent, hearts are stronger after broken” (Rinehart &
Rinehart, 2011). She was motivated to choose songs that she has personally relied upon as a
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leader, either for energy or for healing. Her playlist, she said, reflected a holistic approach to her
leadership. Specifically,
I was thinking about the wholeness of my playlist – like I need the gentle, I need the fire
[to help] me back up … like I have different songs for different reasons and I think there
is something about the fact that these happen to be relevant for now because none of
these were written after the murder [of George Floyd]. They were all written before.

She was reminded of when the verdict was released in the trial of the police beating of
Rodney King in Los Angeles. The songs Tori chose to reflect on all have universal truths that
speak to both the times they were written in and present times. “Slumber” (Rinehart & Rinehart,
2011), she said, had universal applicability to society and to leadership. What she heard in the
song were reflections on when the band itself experienced good times and times when they were
in conflict. Therefore, when she reflected on the song and the band, she did not necessarily view
them as “political freedom fighters.” Instead, Tori said she thought, “Oh, good, there are other
people who are seeing it too and are committed also.”
Tori shared that as a leader in these times, it was difficult to not want to bury your head in
the sand. She shared a story of a colleague who told her about when his daughter was born and
made the analogy that how people are acting and reacting in world today is like when babies
come out screaming, turning colors, and trying to breathe. “That’s literally what it feels like
adults are doing right now. The lights are dying, the breathing is hard, nobody told them that
they were going to go through this warm, dark place to this cold, light place.” Expanding further
upon her metaphor of giving birth, the song further reminded her of the metamorphosis from
caterpillar to butterfly, which was also something she experienced as she became an inclusive
leader.
Caterpillars go into chrysalis and believe they’re dying. They are [then] surprised to
discover that they’re butterflies; they just knew they had to build a chrysalis, that was the
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instinct. So, you think the instinct for adults is to seek comfort and [now] they’re like,
“Oh, wait a second. Our comfort killed people.” Well, shit – could we do that a different
way please so it doesn’t feel like this is cracking open? I just think we’re cracking. I do
think there’s this breaking open.
“Naeem”
“I can hear, I can hear
I can hear, I can hear crying
I can hear cry
I can hear, I can hear
I can hear, I can hear crying
All around me I can hear 'em
So what is gonna happen now?
If you don't look away
What's there to pontificate on now?
There's someone in my head
Tell them I'll be passing on
Tell them we're young mastodons
And it can't be that it's all
And it can't be that it's all
I'm telling you that I do feel you
It's suddenly paths, mama
It ain't about class, mama
And it won't be very long
Oh, it won't be very long” (Cook, Burton, Nicholson, Bates, Vernon, Goldstein, O’Brien
& Hagen, 2019)
The next song on Tori’s list was “Naeem” (Cook et al., 2019) by the band Bon Iver.
Rumble (2012) wrote that Bon Iver’s music “reveals a vivid red-bloodedness beneath its frayed
edges and dense textures” (p. 43). According to Butler (2020), Bon Iver’s music “sounded like
winter. Like sadness. Like loneliness. It felt both voluminous and ephemeral, like a January
breath billowing out. It felt fragile, like an icicle forming on a gutter. Like a crystalline moon”
(p. 117).
With that in mind, I asked Tori why she chose this song to reflect on in the context of her
inclusive leadership. The song starts out with the lyrics, “more love, more love, more love.” It
was the word love that made her stop and think as she was contemplating which songs to include
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in her reflections. She shared with me that she did not use the word love often. Specifically, Tori
said, “As a female leader, love is very purposefully a word I hardly ever say – it’s just not in my
lexicon, it’s not how I think of my leadership. I do not think of my leadership as unloving, but I
don’t think that loving is how most people would start with me.” Tori said that her knowledge of
the band Bon Iver and what she heard in the song made her believe in the sincerity of the lyrics
and the use of the word love. Other artists frequently used the word love on a surface level, or
skate over it. What she heard in this song, she said, “… was maybe if we do it this way, we’ve
got a shot.” She explained that the imagery in the accompanying video was also powerful and
helped solidify “Naeem” (Cook et al., 2019) as one of her musical selections. She described the
video as intense; images are sometimes seen crawling and other times entering open arms. She
described it as a whole-body experience. It reminded her of how she sometimes experienced
events that go on around her. She said the song “Naeem” (Cook et al., 2019)
… felt rich enough so when I’m sad about something that happens with a client or with a
staff member, or I’m really scared, I’ll listen to that one to just be like … and I’ll listen to
it on repeat. It’s probably the one I will listen to the most times in a row before I stop.
“No, once more. Nope, well maybe once more.” I just listen to it to feel better. It rarely
means that anything has been fixed; it’s just that there’s something about the strength in
the movement and the softness. And I’ve always loved how his videos do lyrics in a wild
way and so you’re just, “OK.” So, in order to do things, I’m like, “Oh, I’ve got more in
me than I think,” or just because somebody would expect this from me doesn’t mean this
is how I want to do it.

Tori noted that what she saw in the video also resonated with her in the context of her
leadership. In the video, a woman is dancing. For Tori, it provoked thoughts about how she, for
example, would grow old and still be immersed in her values, community, and commitment to
inclusivity.
The fact that it’s a woman dancing is like I saw myself in that and it was like she’s strong
and she’s clear and she’s by herself and I think that juxtaposition where in mid-life how
am I going to recover enough from the woundedness that’s happened to become a
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magnanimous elder. What the hell is that transition going to be when I think about how
important my own people were to me? How am I going to do my work now to become a
good old person?
This train of thought led her to think about her grandmother. “I think about how loving
my grandma was and I’m like, ‘How did you get like this? You worked at Honeywell. How did
you get like this?’” She thought about this in working through issues with her team. She said, “I
think of it as an invitation and it helps me not spit back out when my staff want to dig in on
coming from a place of love. I’m not like, ‘Oh, that’s stupid.’ I’m like, ‘That makes sense.’”
Tori referenced the importance of her family more than once in our conversation, sharing
the impact they had on how she developed into the person she is. Tori noted that she is the first
woman in her family to be a CEO.
I’m very acutely aware of that. My mom worked retail to make sure that I got through
college and she got her first email address and her first executive job with 12 years left in
her working life. And, my grandma was a bookkeeper, my other grandma was a lunch
lady and I think because I was raised in a house with two girls, just me and my sister, that
there weren’t different expectations about what I should or shouldn’t do, or how I should
or shouldn’t contribute.

In a way, this upbringing grounded in equitable expectations inspired Tori to want to do
good work and to participate actively in community, which led to her becoming an inclusive
leader. She said, “When my grandma was getting advanced Alzheimer’s I still knew what I
could tell her that would make her really proud. So, I would be like, ‘I registered a ton of voters
this week,’ and she’d be like, ‘That’s good.’ Like, she didn’t know my name anymore, but she
knew I belonged to her and she was like, ‘That sounds good.’”
Tori went on to explain that she was taught the importance of participating from a young
age, which influenced how she now led. She said, “I think about just the lineage that I’m part of
– period. And I think about that as a movement lineage too and the queer elders that I had who
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just took enough interest in me and told me enough that I could be good or useful or special.”
This in part, she said, compelled her to become the leader she is today. As she thought about the
world today, she asked herself, “’OK, well I get to be this age now, so what am I going to do
about it?’”
In relation to the song “Naeem” (Cook et al., 2019), Tori thought about kindness, which
is fundamental to her leadership approach. In a moment of revelation regarding kindness and
leadership, Tori shared, “I didn’t realize, I swear to God, until like four years ago that what is
most repulsive to me is unkindness. I don’t get it, it doesn’t make sense to me, and I think of
myself as a very assertive person, so it’s not about softness.” For the second time in our
interview, she raised concern with how different generations were treated in the workplace
generally. As an example, she cited a popular saying from a few years ago – “OK, Boomer” –
which was perceived as a derogatory comment about people born into the Baby Boomer
generation. Tori said that when the phrase first became popular, people thought that it was
funny. She had a different reaction. “I was like, ‘No, it’s not, it’s really unkind. Do you want to
be talked to that way? And they were like, oh, shit.’ I was like, ‘Those people had parents in the
Holocaust; maybe don’t talk to them like that.’”
The song “Naeem” (Cook et al., 2019) created in her a strong reaction about love and
kindness, which, again, is central to her practice as an inclusive leader. Tori shared, “So, there’s
just this thing for me that’s just visceral and so when I see more love, I’m like yeah, the other
way is just no good.” Love and kindness prompted her to further reflect on the importance of
focusing on what is in one’s control and practicing with integrity. This, she added, is something
she reminded herself of constantly. Specifically, Tori said,
So, when I talk about focusing on what’s in your control as a leader, not everything is,
but I have to be able to lay my head down each night in my integrity. I’ve got to know
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where my boundaries are. So, I cannot be unkind even though I think unkind things all
the time. I make sure they don’t come out of my mouth – like can I try to change the
neuropathways that do that jump so fast.
Furthermore, the way the band Bon Iver performed the song also resonated with Tori’s
leadership style. Their style is somewhat unconventional and innovative, like leadership ought
to be, she mused. Like her, she said, the band has a “… desire to just make music in a new way
– like I love that they use two drum sets. Why have one? Who decided which instruments go in
a band?”
The band’s style, as well as the song’s emphasis on love, brought Tori back to earlier
aspects of her career. Early on in her career, Tori worked on progressive social issues as a
community organizer, including LGBTQ rights. As she listened to the song, she said, was
reminded that
…when I started my career, I was just talking to voters who hated gay people – on
purpose. And so, the number of times I’ve been told that I’m going to hell is a lot. I
think, for me, I would always just think, “God, you’re so scared - I wonder about what,
because boy, you think about me more than I think about you, so what is going on with
you that I am scary to you?”
This thought led Tori to share that compassion and empathy are also fundamental to her
inclusive leadership approach.
I think that my compassion … my empathy is way better than it used to be – not always,
but my first reaction now is, “What has happened to you or what is going on with you
that you’re acting like this?” At me, at my staff, at your colleagues. I’ve come in to fix a
mess and you made it, what is going on with you that that’s what happened. I’m better at
asking that now than how dare you? I think that the song to me helps invite that more
useful thinking.
“Naeem” (Cook et al., 2019) felt different to her than other songs that benignly convey
the sentiment “let’s all get along” or “we’re all one big happy family.” The song, she said, is
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more authentic in how it conveys love. “It feels whole to me in a different way,” she said.
“Rather than tolerate or love me despite [who I am], what if you love me because that was true?”
We wrapped up this part of our conversation by thinking about the translation of the word
naeem, which is a Hindu word for paradise. I asked Tori if this influenced her choice of this
song. She responded in the negative and explained that the band Bon Iver has a naming
convention for all of their albums. The album title serves as a frame for the album content. This
made her think about how she as a leader uses frames in her work. She said, “I think about
framing a lot because I do a lot of messaging work. Justin Vernon (of Bon Iver) talks a lot about
how he doesn’t understand how folks can focus on heaven as a different place.” Tori explained:
He’s [Justin Vernon] like, “We’re here now, have you seen a glistening lake, have you
looked at the stars? Why are you pretending like this isn’t nirvana?” We’re messing it
up, but it is right in front of us, so I think in that way it is an interesting callback to why is
it that we’ve decided it’s later or we’re waiting? Is there an ability to actually
acknowledge what’s here now? I think it’s also a question of when are we ever going to
be grateful versus it’s better later.
“Immigrants (We Get the Job Done)”
“And it's, it's really astonishing that in a country founded by immigrants
‘Immigrant’ has somehow become a bad word
So the debate rages on and we continue
And just like that it's over, we tend to our wounded, we count our dead
Black and white soldiers wonder alike if this really means freedom
Not yet
I got one job, two job, three when I need them
I got five roommates in this one studio, but I never really see them
And we all came America trying to get a lap dance from Lady Freedom
But now Lady Liberty is acting like Hilary Banks with a pre-nup
Man, I was brave, sailing on graves
Don't think I didn't notice those tombstones disguised as waves
I'm no dummy, here is something funny, you can be an immigrant without risking your
lives
Or crossing these borders with thrifty supplies
All you got to do is see the world with new eyes
Immigrants, we get the job done
Look how far I come
Look how far I come
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Look how far I come
We get the job done” (Warsame, Feliciano, Ahmed, Perez Joglar, Miranda & Penalva,
2016)
The final song on Tori’s list was “Immigrants (We Get the Job Done)” (Warsame et al.,
2016) made famous by the artist by Lin-Manuel Miranda, who also co-wrote the song, which
appears on The Hamilton Mixtape (Miranda, Rhymes, Ortiz, Reuss, & Nas, 2016) CD. The
Hamilton Mixtape (Miranda et al., 2016) is a compilation of songs written by Lin-Manuel
Miranda and his collaborating partners, which could not fit into the musical Hamilton simply
because of time constraints. The song features four rappers – K’naan, Snow Tha Product, Riz
MC, and Residente – all of whom are from ethnic minority backgrounds and all of whom are
either immigrants themselves or children of immigrants. According to Williams (2018),
Immigrants (Warsame et al., 2016) is important for several reasons. First, the song is at the heart
of the mixtape’s engagement with “offstage politics” (p. 488). Second, the song “strongly
invoke[d] hip hop’s ability to voice marginal difference” (p. 488). Third, Williams (2018)
asserted that the song’s use of lyrics in both English and Spanish represents “a form of linguistic
border crossing” (p. 488). Finally, “Miranda and his collaborators use the mixtape’s function as
an experimental hip hop space to perform diversity, navigate the politics of marginality, and
critique contemporary immigration policy, social inequality, and racial prejudice” (Williams,
2018, p. 488).
Immediately, Tori said she chose this song not just for its lyrics, but for its performance
as well. She said the lyrics and the performance both are “a radical invitation to be present.”
She thinks of the song “Immigrants as not future focused and not past focused, it’s just like
now.” This focus on the now is also how she practiced inclusive leadership.
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[This] is one of my primary goals of leadership lately. I’m doing a lot of coaching of
CEOs. I rarely know what they’re about to tell me, so my job is to just be at the ready.
And so, I think it is trusting my 20 years of experience that I’m ready enough for
whatever the hell they’re about to hand me …. I think part of that is having that cadence
in my head of if I’m going to tell the truth, if I’m going to be kind, if I’m going to be
loving, if I’m going to be clear, then that’s how I should show up to the conversation.

In her coaching work, she often found herself disrupting negative thoughts by the leaders
she worked with. In conversations with clients, she often reminded them to be generous to
themselves. Specifically,
I spend a lot of time catching people being unloving to themselves. Like, “Hey, really
good to be self-reflective and evaluative, but also thinking about yourself like that is not
super helpful to your progress. Can I get you to think about it?” There’s a lot of shame
that bubbles up in the work that we support, so I’ll do some of that loving work where we
can be the interrupters.

Tori shared further that there were both literal and figurative reasons for choosing the
song “Immigrants” (Warsame et al., 2016) for her reflection. Coincidentally, her first job was as
an executive director for an immigrant organization. Of this experience, she said:
I learned more in two years than I had learned in 30 years about the actual lived
experience of actual immigrants to the U.S. and I think there is just sort of this garbage
messaging from the 1990s about being a melting pot and blah, blah, blah. I just don’t
think everybody landed in the world in which we vilify new immigrants but laud
immigrants from a very tight time frame. It’s just a mind mess to me.
The song “Immigrants” (Warsame et al., 2016) lauded immigrants as a group of people
who “get the job done.” The single line “we get the job done” resonated with her based on her
early-career experiences. This knowledge has influenced how she chose to lead and interact with
immigrant communities in her work. Analogous to her own approach to inclusive leadership,
Tori shared two reflections on her choice. Both had more to do with the artist Lin-Manuel
Miranda than the song “Immigrants” (Warsame et al., 2016). Tori shared that Miranda, himself
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a Puerto Rican immigrant, is notorious for ensuring other artists from multiple identities and
communities are able to participate in his work, including in songs like “Immigrants” (Warsame
et al., 2016). Second, he performed in the hip-hop genre, which is often perceived as
unconventional for a Latino performer. Tori said, “He is that kind of a generous artist and is
like, ‘I’m going to put other artists on [my work].’”
As she continued to reflect on “Immigrants” (Warsame et al., 2016) and her leadership
approach, Tori said her work with immigrants and discovering the indignity of the immigrant
experience on people and families changed her life. Uncovering ongoing systemic oppression,
such as the difficulty and oftentimes inability to secure a formal identification or driver’s license,
was eye-opening for her. Tori said being forced to rely on public transportation, for example, is
something many of us do not understand; yet it had a real and significant impact on the lives of
many members of immigrant families and communities. It continues to be a myth, she said, that
if you just work hard enough, you will be successful.
I think … that we pretend to be about hard work and then you seek contributions [from
immigrant communities]. I have never, ever witnessed people more excited about and
proud of America, than immigrants. But contributions and the ways in which, for some
reason, Lin-Manuel as a writer has been able to get people to hear things they weren’t
ever ready to hear is fascinating to me.
Further, Tori said, Miranda was very intentional with his lyrics and style. “The whole
idea … the reason for poetry [is that] you can get more in with less bars, so the idea that you can
say so much so quickly, I think, is really interesting.” The song “Immigrants” (Warsame et al.,
2016), she said, “is not just the traditional arc of a song where it’s verse, chorus, verse, chorus,
bridge, chorus, the end. Like it doesn’t follow … all of a sudden you’re like, ‘Wait a second,
we’re on the train – wait a second, we’re underground, wait a second – where are we?’”
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The song was important to Tori because it attempted to tell a fuller story of the immigrant
experience. The ability to use music in this way is important, especially for people trying to do
the work of justice and inclusivity while acknowledging the relevance and validity of the
immigrant experience. “I think it’s fascinating and I think it flies in the face of how people dare
to talk about immigrants from whichever country they decided are shitholes.” She added that
working with immigrants on immigration reform was an important introduction to her future
work as an ally and a leader. It forced her to think about how she used her abilities, for example,
as a U.S.-born citizen to help others. One way she did this was to try to learn the “language”
immigrants were using to talk about their experiences. “Literally, I would go on the subway in
New York and make hand-wrote flash cards so that I could learn all of the jargon that was being
used around me that I didn’t understand.” As an inclusive leader this reflection was important to
her because “it was the reminder that it’s not too late to learn a whole other thing that you don’t
know anything about.” This has been critical to her inclusive leadership practice she said,
because it taught her the difference between expertise and experience.
To this day, it’s the example I use about the difference between expertise and experience.
So, I’ll say I have developed an expertise about immigration reform, I have zero lived
experience as an immigrant. Those both count; that doesn’t discount my expertise but
it’s acknowledging the relevance [of] knowing it on paper [versus] actually living it. So,
that’s another song that I go back to. I’ll often put it on while I’m making lunch because
I just need energy for whatever is next.
On a personal level, Tori said “Immigrants” (Warsame et al., 2016) also reminded her of
socioeconomic issues faced by many people, which helped her relate to people she both led and
encountered through her work. She acknowledged there were periods of time in her life when
she was financially vulnerable and other times when she was financially stable. This song
reminded her of how she built her own financial stability.
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I’ve got one job, two jobs, three when I need them. I think about the periods in my life,
including now, when I do more than one thing for money and that’s how I build my
financial stability and what it was like in high school to have school, activities, and
multiple jobs. And not it being a badge of honor, like, “Look how great I am,” but also
really remembering when I had jobs that were not at all life-giving or fulfilling.
These experiences, coupled with the messages in “Immigrants” (Warsame et al., 2016),
influenced Tori’s leadership approach, particularly as it relates to humility. Tori shared, “I used
to be a cashier at Wal-Mart. Now, I work a job where I get to think of that as part of my identity
and so many people just get talked to – like they wouldn’t be capable of more and that’s insane
to me.”
Tori went on to share that not always assuming that everything should be accessible to
her is also important to inclusive leadership. As an example, her desire to understand the
messages in “Immigrants” (Warsame et al., 2016) prompted her to look up the Spanish
translation. “I’ve learned that there is a lot of things I don’t need to understand to be helpful.”
More important to her as a leader was to accept that she is functioning in “… a world in which I
can tolerate not understanding something for a while and be like, ‘There’s clarity and this makes
sense,’ and not be like, ‘Why isn’t it captioned for me?’ Not everything is for me.”
As a leader, Tori said it was important to share the story of who she is and make room for
others to do the same. In her community, there exists a curious juxtaposition of a history of
forced migration of indigenous peoples and yet a receiver of refugees – Somali, Cambodian,
Laotian, Vietnamese. At the same time, she said her community still assumed that true natives
are the people who look like her. She reflected:
So, why is it that we’re having a hard time telling the story of who we really are? We
just keep telling the story of who we were a long time ago. I think it’s a big area of
growth for me because I just don’t have that many relationships here yet. And to figure
out, also, this specificity of the difference between what the African American
community in Minnesota is experiencing and what Africans are experiencing in
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Minnesota and where there is division … in those communities. That idea of [being]
Black and seen by other people as the same …. There’s a huge difference. So, I think …
yeah, it’s a big place of growth for me. It’s like what my building relationships would
look like here to better understand and to figure out where our blind spots are when we’re
doing our race work.
As a final thought, Tori shared that the song “Immigrants” (Warsame et al., 2016) also
reminded her of the need to be truthful in her work as a leader; it is critical to not over promise.
I think this song talks directly about the lie that was told when we promised people we
welcomed immigrants. I think that’s a really big fissure, right. I think we talk a big
game and we do truly the opposite and that is such a mind-fuck for people who are trying
to get here and it’s just so jarring. I have watched immigrants’ hearts being broken, being
like, “But you promised.”

As a leader, she was conscious of her words and how she used them to make
commitments to others. “And so, I do think that for me it’s that reminder of the weight of our
words and the weight of the promises that I make. If you say this and you don’t do it, that your
word really matters and that it is so confusing and that you’re creating an environment where
nobody can win when you’re lying. So, either stop saying it or behave differently, but which one
is it going to be?”
The song, she concluded, made her think of what her role as a leader will look like in the
future, when the U.S. looks very different. “I have deep curiosity,” Tori said, “so I’m going to
be a leader in America while America becomes a majority of people of color. Minority will be
white people, so what can I do as a white leader while we are living this pivot, to be able to say,
‘I’m not afraid. Nothing is being taken from me.”
Olivia
I met Olivia using zoom technology due to the COVID-19 pandemic. I began our
conversation by asking Olivia to tell me a little about her journey. She grew up in a western
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suburb of the Twin Cities area and identified as a Latina. Growing up where she did, Olivia said
she was expected to go on to college after high school. Olivia was a first-generation college
student; her mother had completed her high school diploma and her father received an
associate’s degree from a community college. Said Olivia, “I think there is a lot of that that I
didn’t know. I didn’t really even know what a master’s degree was before I went to college.”
College was new to me and my family. I have two older brothers, one of them actually
started at Mankato State, he is eight years older than me, and dropped out early. Then my
other brother did not go on to college. So, for me, it was something new. I didn’t know
what to do, but my parents were really supportive of me.

Olivia received a scholarship, which allowed her to attend a private, four-year institution
at no cost. She described this event in her life as “a blessing.” She gravitated toward the field of
psychology and after pursuing an independent study in educational psychology, Olivia
determined that would be her future. She went on to participate in a scholars program for firstgeneration college students to help prepare them for graduate school. “That program,” Olivia
said, “really lifted me and really helped me get to where I’m at now.” She approached a
professor about doing a summer research project in education with students as subjects, but was
informed that the campus’ Institutional Review Board would not be able to approve her
application quickly enough. She reached out to a professor at a large, public institution who
accepted her project proposal and became her mentor.
As part of her participation in the scholars’ program, Olivia was required to apply to
graduate schools. She applied for a mix of doctorate and master’s level programs in educational
psychology and educational policy at more than 10 different institutions. Only one was in her
home state. She was accepted into that institution’s doctoral program in educational psychology
at the end of her undergraduate senior year. Olivia spent the next five years pursuing her
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doctorate, focusing specifically on school psychology. As part of her work supporting student’s
reading and math, she focused on creating systems change within education, specifically working
with school principals and administrators to create change aimed at providing greater support to
students, particularly students from marginalized or under-represented communities. While still
in graduate school, she worked for a non-profit, where she rewrote the math curriculum for
students receiving math intervention or math support. She went on to train statewide on the
materials that she developed. During her last year of graduate school, Olivia received an
internship opportunity as a school psychologist. She also continued her work with the
organization.
A job opportunity opened up with an organization to do coaching for school principals
and administrators and coaching tutors doing interventions. Olivia served in a senior leadership
role leading equity and inclusion for that organization where in addition to supporting education
programs, she also supported equity and inclusion.
Her work reinforced the importance of her identity. Olivia shared that the first identity
that came to mind for her is her identity as a Puerto Rican woman. “I’m really proud of being
Puerto Rican and I always have a flag,” she said, pointing out a Puerto Rican flag in the
background in her office. She further stated:
My mom was born in Puerto Rico and she moved to Brooklyn, New York when she was
about six. My dad is also Puerto Rican, and he was born and raised in New York. So,
my parents moved to [the Midwest] when my mom was pregnant with me and so I have
this Nuyorican identity that I grew up with, even though I never grew up in New York,
but because there are so many Puerto Ricans in New York there is this term, the
Nuyorican, so I feel like I still have some of that in me. And then, I also just know that
when I say … I call myself Puerto Rican and I know that has a lot of mixed ethnicities
mixed in with it, so I don’t … on my mom’s side we have some family members that are
Tiano Indian, which is a Native, indigenous people that lived in Puerto Rico. And then,
there is also a mix of Spanish individuals from Spain and then a mix of Blacks with the
same traits. I identify as Puerto Rican, but I have kind of a mix of all that.”
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Ironically, Olivia said, her real name was neither Puerto Rican nor Latina. Yet her name
is a huge part of her identity. She often observed people experiencing a disconnect when she
walked into a room and her name was called. Specifically, she said:
When people see my name, I think they have an expectation of me being a white woman
and when I show up, they’re surprised. It happens in a variety of settings – they’ll be …
looking around the room, not at me .… I’ve had that experience a lot of times with people
being like, “Oh, you’re (name) – I was expecting someone else.”

This type of reaction provided her with an opportunity to redefine her given name and
embed it with her identity.
[Embracing] my name is [name], full name [name], is like making a new path. It’s just
redefining who [name] is. I think if I were to change it, it would be sort of fitting the
norm, fitting that statistic. By me having my name, [name], a typically white sounding
name, I kind of like that shock factor in a way because I’m just showing people … I’m
[name], yes I look young, yes I’m Puerto Rican. I’ve had all these experiences but also, I
am successful in a way that my education, my job, all these other things – so take me
seriously.

Before exploring the songs she chose, I asked Olivia how her identity informed her
approach to inclusive leadership.
I define inclusivity as ensuring that in whatever aspect, in whatever you are doing, that
you are taking in multiple perspectives. When I think of inclusivity from the point of my
leadership style, I guess, I like to think of not only having the diverse perspectives on the
team, but then ensuring that you’re elevating those perspectives and those voices,
viewpoints, and knowing that I have blind spots and by creating inclusivity you really can
have a broader perspective.

Olivia further described herself as a proponent of servant leadership. I asked her to
describe for me what servant leadership meant to her.
Leadership I think of as from the point of service, really. For me, I don’t see myself as a
leader just to be at the top, but I see myself as a leader knowing that I’m serving whatever
community that I’m working with and … yeah, keeping at center whoever it is that
you’re providing support to. So, to me, service comes back to that center.
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She described how she worked inclusivity into her leadership approach by sharing an
example from her current role. As a new senior leader on the team – a team that had not changed
much in terms of its composition over time – she found herself emphasizing the importance of
getting diverse perspectives. This, she said, had been challenging. Her organization was in the
process of developing new programs. An immediate reaction was that they needed to hire an
outside consultant. Olivia encouraged the team to go directly to the community that they serve
and get their input and feedback as stakeholders while pointing out how bias gets built into the
networks that people create. “For me,” Olivia said, “it has been really important to not only get
their feedback and their input, but then also making decisions with them and on an ongoing
basis, so it’s not a one-time piece of we only see you for part of the time, but how do we include
their voices and their perspectives for more than the initial ask?”
She further described her work as “community based, community driven.”
I think because I don’t come from the same network of people that have been in that
organization, those senior leadership roles, I bring a new perspective. I am the only
Black or Brown person on that team. All the rest of my co-workers at the senior
leadership level are white and that was something that I had been bringing up as a
concern, especially in the non-profit space. We’re doing a lot of work in Black and
Brown communities and there’s nobody at the top of the organization that has that
perspective or that identity.

Educating and consciousness-raising became embedded in her work. She called it her
mission to ensure that her organization moved forward with a more inclusive lens. She
emphasized this so much that her team built it into the organization’s strategic plan and
programs. For example, she pushed to change the way her organization was evaluating the
students they served, which was based on state test scores. “We knew there’s so much bias in
that and so we’re really just perpetuating the same inequities. We know what we’re going to see
when we use those scores.” Further, she said, “I really push[ed] our team like, ‘OK, have we
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asked family members, have we asked the school, have we asked students? What are outcomes
that they would see as success indicators?’ And so, that’s a new perspective that I bring to the
table.”
“The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill”
“My world it moves so fast today
The past it seems so far away
And life squeezes, so tightly that I can't breathe
And every time I've tried to be
What someone else thought of me
So caught up I wasn't able to achieve
But deep in my heart
The answer, it was in me
And I made up my mind
To define my own destiny
Oh, no
I, I look at my environment
And wonder where the fire went
What happened to everything we used to be?
I hear so many cry for help
Searching outside of themselves
Now I know that His strength is within me” (Hill, 1998)
The first song Olivia chose was “The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill” (Hill, 1998). This
song was written and performed by the artist Lauryn Hill. Of Hill, Bruce (2012) wrote:
Hill stands within a lineage of twentieth- and twenty-first-century African American
popular female performers whose spectacular talent is shadowed and sometimes
overshadowed by spectacular suffering. These women’s public pain – evinced in widely
publicized personal traumas which seem to bear out heartbroken love songs – captivates
popular imaginations as much as it does their performance prowess itself. Billie Holiday,
Nina Simone, Whitney Houston, and Mary J. Blige have inhabited this black-woman-inpain persona, as Hill has…. When such traumas are narrated in songs or interviews, they
might educate popular audiences to peculiar perils confronting black American
womanhood in racist/sexist cultural spheres. (p. 375)

Further, wrote Bruce (2012), Hill is a practitioner of
“conscious hip-hop, a highly politicized subgenre often entailing progressive social
commentary and calls to radical action. Black price, black nationalism, antiracism,
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feminism, and womanism are among the worldviews frequently articulated in conscious
hip-hop. Hill is preceded in this tradition by such musicians as Public Enemy, Sister
Souljah, KRS-One, Queen Latifah, and Black Star. In the mid- to-late 1990s, conscious
hip-hop contended with increasing commercialization of the broader genre and growing
market demand for depictions of crude materialism, spectacular hypersexuality, and black
interracial violence. Miseducation eschewed those hegemonic market values and
maintained a generally progressive message that incorporated black pride, feminist ethics,
and populist solidarity with poor and working-class people. (p. 375)

With this in mind, I asked Olivia why she chose this song to reflect on her inclusive
leadership. She shared first that her choice was nostalgic in that it was the first CD that she
owned. Second, the artist talked about being in charge of and defining her own destiny.
Oftentimes, Olivia said:
I think there is this path that is sort of set for you, speaking personally and immediately
from my own viewpoint. I feel like there are so many expectations of where I’m
supposed to be, given that I show up in a room as a Brown, young-looking woman and to
not go on that path – I have to consciously think of what to do to avoid the statistics of
where I should go based on the statistics. So, I feel like that song, to me, speaks sort of
the path that I took and just having to be consciously aware of that.

The lyrics, Olivia said, also reflected important aspects of her own identity. Olivia said,
“When she talks about deep in her heart, the answer was in me, I feel like that’s just kind of
speaking to the point that she knows that she has it in herself to really push back and define her
own destiny … so that speaks to me.” That here are many paths from which to choose was also
reflected in “The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill” (Hill, 1998), according to Olivia. The notion that
there was more than one path and you can choose and define which one you take for yourself
stood out for Olivia. Of her work, she said:
I do get the chance to work with a lot of youth, a lot of children. And then, also, some
younger tutors that are working in our program and, especially Black and Brown
children, are tutors. I think for some of them, from what they have said, is they sort of
see one path of where they’re going to end up. Or, for some of the tutors, they don’t see
themselves as being a teacher, they see themselves as, “Oh, well, maybe I can do this and
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then become a paraprofessional.” And, it kind of comes back to this song – like you have
a choice … you can have it within your heart to try and pursue more.

This resonated for Olivia as she thought about her inclusive leadership style because it
compelled her to consider how she supported these young people. She described her work with
young people as coaching and mentoring. Part of it was helping them to understand that they,
too, can define their own destiny. Part of it was also helping them understand how to
successfully navigate the education system, which has considerable barriers for young persons of
color. Of the people she worked with, Olivia said:
I … serve as their support in whatever ways that I can. I know I have really tried
supporting some of our tutors as they’re on their education journey and helping them
navigate what it mean[s] to transfer credits or for some of our tutors that have a GED,
explaining how once they get their GED and get their associate’s degree, and then no one
really knows they have a GED, and then once they get their bachelor’s degree, no one
really knows they had an associate’s degree.

Olivia believed that her shared identity also helped her be successful as a leader. She
shared that many of the young people of color with whom she works see themselves reflected in
her identity. “For some of them,” she said, “I’m close to their age and look like them. I think
that just speaks to them.” She went on to acknowledge that this relationship could also be
complicated by stereotypes about women of color. She said many assumptions got made about
her martial and family status. Specifically: “Before I had my daughter, I had a lot of kids that
would be like, ‘How many kids do you have? Are you so-and-so’s mom.’ And it just speaks to
some of the engrained messages that students have in their mind about even who I’m supposed to
be because of [my] environment.”
Olivia relayed that the pace of the song “The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill” (Hill, 1998)
also prompted her to choose it. She said that many of the other songs on the album are faster
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paced and in Hill’s signature rap style. Further, there was a piano playing at the beginning of the
song. For Olivia, she said, “ I like that because it kind of also requires me to just go slow and
reflect too on what has my journey been, how have I gotten to where I am now as I listen to it.”
Further, Olivia recounted seeing the artist Lauryn Hill play at a local concert venue. Of that
experience, she said:
I felt like she just captured the audience and it was clear that everyone in the crowd knew
her music and really were connected to her lyrics, her message that she has to say across
the music – or her songs. I see her as a feminist, someone who really, with her other
songs, just stands up for women and stands up for just some of the inequities, especially
as a Black woman, that she maybe experienced herself and that other women can relate
to.

Regarding her own leadership, the song reminded her to define her path and stay true to
herself. Specifically, she said, “I think this [song] is just is a reminder of even though there may
be these outside perceptions of who you really are, to really hold true to yourself and who you
are as strength to push through and break down those barriers.” Olivia admitted that there were
times when she struggled with how she is perceived by others, despite having a doctorate degree.
“But I know how I still show up in the world. I still have to remember inside, in my heart, who I
am and just keep pushing down barriers.”
“Serena”
“You the captain of your own ship, young blood
A smooth sea never made a skilled sailor
That's a quote I saw on Google, though
Can't stop, won't stop
That's that Puffy in me, yeah
Get it while the gettin' good, blood, yeah
Can't stop yeah got a long green
That's a long light, that's a sun beam
That's a bright path in a dark world
That's a good fight for a dark girl
On a surfboard in a rocky river
Y'all poolside, we still deliver
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That's a Wonder Woman, superhero
Was black man that saved y'all Neo
We gon' save them all, Nat Turner, Tubman
Don't stop, get it, get it
I've been working long time, hey
Gotta get a gold mine, hey
Make it, make it go around, hey
Make it, make it go around, hey
Don't stop, Don't stop, get it, get it” (Campbell, Dutton, Evans, & Gabouer, 2019).
The next song on Olivia’s list was Serena (Campbell et al., 2019) by the artist Rapsody,
which was about tennis great Serena Williams. Born Marianna Evans, Rapsody is described as a
hip-hop feminist. According to Lindsey (2015), “For hip-hop feminists, that call to tell the
stories of Black girls is accompanied by a call to tell the stories of Brown girls, poor girls, trans
youth, queer people of color, Black and Brown women, and Black and Brown men” (p. 71). The
album on which “Serena” (Campbell et al., 2019) appears is an ode-to all of the Black women
who had an influence on Rapsody’s life, including Michelle Obama and Queen Latifah.
I asked Olivia why she chose this song when she thought about inclusive leadership and
her own approach. She said when the album came out approximately one year ago, she found it
to be very powerful.
Every song on this album is actually named after a different Black woman, a leader. The
song “Serena” is the same name as our daughter, Serena. The reason why we picked that
name is because my partner and I love Serena Williams and see her as just a strong Black
female, a strong athlete, somebody who we would want our daughter to really look up to
and admire and see herself in somebody who she admires. So, when this album came out
and there was a song that was called “Serena”, I was like, “Oh, my gosh, I need to listen
to this.”

The song, Olivia said, was about a journey that at times had been difficult. For her, this
reminded her of what she knew of Serena Williams, who had her own challenging journey as a
Black female tennis player in a sport dominated by white athletes. For Olivia, “Serena” the song
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“gets at that whole same attitude of Serena Williams … and knowing how many times she was
told she wasn’t good enough or she was too Black, or she didn’t belong here. She kept
persevering through those difficulties.” Olivia related this experience to her own, stating:
It just kind of reminds me of like my education journey in graduate school was really
hard. There were times that I had to be reminded by advisors or family members,
professors from undergraduate, that I was good enough to be in the program, that I was
qualified to be there – because there were many times that I felt like I wasn’t.

The lyrics reminded Olivia that she was creating her own path toward continued success
as an inclusive woman leader of color. The line, “It’s a bright path in a dark world, that’s a good
fight for a dark girl” (Campbell et al., 2019) reinforced this. At the same time, the lyrics also
reminded her of the challenges and obstacles she faces. ”Even in my current job, there’s always
things I want to do but with equity and inclusion work, I get knocked down a lot of times or
people not really seeing the value of the work as an important piece as the other parts of a
project, for example.” As a further explanation, Olivia pointed to other lyrics in “Serena”
(Campbell et al., 2019) that talked about surfing in a rocky river. This brought back memories of
having to prove her worth.
Often times it felt like that, whether it was in undergrad or as a student leader. I feel like
I had a lot of challenges of often times having to prove why I was there, why I was in that
leadership position. I feel like sometimes people think of affirmative action and, “You’re
only here because they need a Black or Brown person in this position,” and not really
seeing my qualities or my characteristics – like feeling that tokenism is something that
was really hard, especially at [educational institutions]. When you’re at a mostly white
undergraduate campus and having to navigate that, for sure, was challenging.
As she related her experiences to the song “Serena” (Campbell et al., 2019), I asked
Olivia to talk about how she had worked to overcome those challenges in her journey to
becoming an inclusive leader. The song reminded her to no longer take no for an answer.
Specifically, Olivia said, “I just don’t really take no for an answer anymore. I think I used to be
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… somebody who is quiet, somebody who would really sort of give in to if someone told me,
‘No, you can’t do this,’ or, ‘We don’t think this is a good idea,’ or, ‘We’re not quite ready to take
this big equity leap.’” In her past, she would back down and practice self-care by reminding
herself that she did her best or ponder finding a different approach. “And now,” she said:
The approach that I take is keeping whoever we are serving or whatever is an outcome at
the center. So, for me, it’s mostly around students the impact that I want to have on.
And so, any decision that I make now, I try and keep that at center. So when I’m talking
with my co-workers or my supervisor who is the CEO of our organization, I try and start
with that first – like, “OK, we really want to close some of these opportunity gaps and
provide new opportunities or create safe and secure housing, so here’s a way that we can
do that.” I think helping people see what the outcome is first and thinking about the
people at center and where the impact is going to be has helped me make my case or push
different policy changes that need to happen or different decisions in our organization.

Like others I interviewed for this study, Olivia also brought up the killing of George
Floyd, an unarmed Black man, by Minneapolis police officers during the spring of 2020. Olivia
relayed that she cannot help but be a little resentful that there was now a sudden rush by many
organizations to enter into the business of diversity, equity, and inclusion. She shared, “I just
feel like with some of the equity work now, after the killing of George Floyd, people are more
likely to say, ‘Yes, we need to do [this].’” While the killing of George Floyd had become “a
catalyst” for doing equity work, Olivia said, “One thing that I just find upsetting is it’s basically
taken another killing of another Black man in our community for people to be, ‘Oh, wow – yeah,
we need to care.’ So, that’s been something that I have said to staff or at meetings too. ‘Now
we’re caring about this.’”
We talked further about the irony of the killing of a Black man by police as the impetus
for a change in people’s willingness to start to think more deeply and intentionally about equity
and inclusion. Olivia said this is something that she had struggled with. “It’s some of the same
challenges that I’ve been seeing for a long time and now that everyone wants to say, ‘Black

203
Lives Matter,’ and everyone wants to say they value equity and inclusion and I’m like, ‘Do you
really? Or are you just doing this because everyone is doing it? What does it mean and how are
you going to change your practices?’” One of the new initiatives Olivia started in her
organization is that all departments must have a year-long goal related to diversity, equity, and
inclusion. She said:
I made [it] very clear when I started. Like, “I can’t be the only person that’s doing
[diversity, equity, and inclusion.]” I set this new year-long goal for each department –
some of them are only like two people, but our finance, our marketing and
communications, research and development, where they’re each going to come up with a
department goal centered on race equity and then they’re each going to come up with a
plan with what they’re going to do to improve that over the year. So, then it’s not just
me.

As an example, she described conversation with a colleague from the finance team in her
organization. In previous conversations, the individual shared their struggle with figuring out
how to incorporate diversity, equity, and inclusion into their work because they “write checks.”
Olivia said she pushed back, stating, “There’s equity work built into everything that’s done.”
Later, “that conversation switched to, ‘Well, you know, I can start with some professional
development of my own self. I can work to support the compliance team with some of their
work that they’re doing.’”
Olivia spoke of the importance of creating discomfort in order to get people thinking
about how to be more inclusive in their work. She reported that after her initial request for all
departments to create year-long diversity-related goals, her organization continued to examine
other structures. Olivia said:
I challenged people and people were really uncomfortable with it. But now, we’re doing
things where we’re like changing some of the policies and procedures that all of our
programs that we work with have to comply with. [For example], how are you training
people, how are you marketing your program from an equity lens, how are you evaluating
your program from an equity lens. So, all these really impactful changes that I wouldn’t
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have the time or necessarily the expertise because that’s not my department of how to do
that work, but now it’s really about building capacity to do the racial equity work across
the organization.
A year ago – and prior to the killing of George Floyd – Olivia said that she probably
would not have bothered to strongly encourage departments to participate. “And now I’m like,
‘Well, yes, you’re going to do it and I’ll support you and we can work together as an
organization to talk about what this work would look like.’”
We further discussed the artist Rapsody and her performance of the song “Serena”
(Campbell et al., 2019). Olivia reported that while she chose this particular song to reflect on
inclusive leadership, every song on the album would have worked. “Every song on [the album]
is pretty powerful,” she said, “like sending a message of just what it’s like to either be a Black
woman or just living in poverty or losing loved ones that a lot of people can relate to.” She said
there was some controversy with the album when it did not receive a Grammy Award. Olivia
contemplated whether the album would have received a Grammy Award if it had been released
after the killing of George Floyd. Analogous to her earlier comment about it taking the murder
of a Black man to get people’s attention, Olivia reflected, “I wonder, sometimes, if this album
had come out after the killing of George Floyd, would people say, ‘Oh, yeah – now this is really
cool.’”
We talked further about the song’s lyrics, specifically the line, “a smooth sea never made
a skilled sailor.” This line for her as a leader reminded her about growth and learning. She said
it was important for her to learn from previous challenges and even mistakes. “You have these
blind spots and it’s not until you’re faced with or you’ve experienced these different challenges
that you then have a new perspective.” She described the richness of her life as a Brown person
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and how that has informed her leadership approach. She said of the lyrics in Serena (Campbell
et al., 2019):
I think that gets back to my organization and the leadership style that I have is because a
lot of the majority of the team hasn’t had some of the challenges and the perspectives and
the rich life of what it’s like to be Black or Brown. They have blind spots, so as they’re
developing programs, they don’t know how to navigate just some of the challenges that
come up. So, I think that … it starts off with that and I think it just kind of sets the tone
for the song, which I think is really great.
Olivia circled back to her earlier comment that the song “Serena” (Campbell et al., 2019)
was not nominated for a Grammy in the year that it came out, which was controversial in the hiphop world. She chose the song in part, she said, because it reminded her of how women of color,
especially in leadership roles, often did not get the recognition that they deserve.
I feel like she [the artist Rapsody] probably doesn’t get as much recognition as she
should, which probably relates … you could probably say that about a lot of Black or
Brown women that don’t get recognition for the work that they do because they don’t
have as much of a platform or a place to share their work, share what they’re doing.
In addition to recognition, the story of “Serena” (Campbell et al., 2019) reminded her of
the barriers she and other women of color often faced. The story reminded her that, “Sometimes,
what people don’t know about me, [may mean] that I’m losing out on different opportunities,
different fundraising opportunities or grants that I could be applying for, whereas other people
who have those connections have more access. I see that connection with this artist.”
“Letter to the Free”
“The caged birds sings for freedom to bring
Black bodies being lost in the American dream
Blood of black being, a pastoral scene
Slavery's still alive, check Amendment 13
Not whips and chains, all subliminal
Instead of 'nigga' they use the word 'criminal'
Sweet land of liberty, incarcerated country
Shot me with your ray-gun
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And now you want to trump me
Prison is a business, America's the company
Investing in injustice, fear and long suffering
We staring in the face of hate again
The same hate they say will make America great again
No consolation prize for the dehumanized
For America to rise it's a matter of Black Lives
And we gonna free them, so we can free us
America's moment to come to Jesus
Freedom (Freedom)
Freedom come (Freedom come)
Hold on (Hold on)
Won't be long (Won't be long)
Freedom (Freedom)
Freedom come (Freedom come)
Hold on (Hold on)
Won't be long (Won't be long)” (Lynn, Glasper, & Riggins, 2016).
The next song on Olivia’s list was “Letter to the Free” (Lynn, Glasper, & Riggins, 2016)
by the rapper and actor known as Common – a Grammy and Academy Award winning artist. In
his work on hip hop and urban resistance, Lamotte (2014) wrote of Common’s 2000
performance of Gil Scott-Heron’s poem “the revolution will not be televised” (1970):
Three decades after Gil Scott-Heron’s poem about the state of the inner cities, Chicagobased rapper Common sang “the revolution will not be televised”…. In this way
Common recalls Scott-Heron’s song-poem and shows us what hip-hop has brought since
the 1970s in the matter of political struggle. Registering the revolution in the present,
Common accords hip-hop a particular political resistance force. (p. 694).

Olivia again shared that she had been doing much reflecting after the killing of George
Floyd. This song reminded her of her reaction to his death, as well as the death of many other
people of color, at the hands of the police.
So, this is, again, another just song that is so deep and resonates so much with everything
that is going on with the killing of George Floyd and all the other police shootings. I
think this is just an example of someone who has been saying this for a long time, right.
I’m sure if people read the lyrics now, they’re like, “Wow, yeah, this resonates now.”
But it resonated at the time and it resonated before he wrote this time with some of the
pieces that he says. I think … yeah, it’s just a really powerful song.
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In addition to reminding her of her leadership approach and how she functions in her
work environment, Olivia said the song was also very personal to her. She spoke of her two
brothers, one who is eight years older and a second who died in 2017. Her second brother was
adopted from New York City at age 2 ½ after her parents had difficulty conceiving a second
child. Her brother identified as Black and Puerto Rican. After adopting him, the family moved
to Minnesota. Olivia’s mom was pregnant with her at the time. She shared that her brother
struggled in high school and while he graduated, he experimented with drugs. He did not want
to go to college and joined the Army instead, serving two tours-of-duty in Iraq. He returned
home and became homeless due to struggles with substance abuse and mental health issues that
were related to his experiences in Iraq.
It was a really hard time for my family. I think a lot of the things in this song … he was
going in and out of jail often because of the drug use and for him, he never could really
get out of the system – like the criminal justice system. Even though his crimes were
non-violent, it was just like he was trapped in them. He’d get arrested and he’d have
fines to pay and he had a felony for the drug use, and he couldn’t get a job, and then he
couldn’t get housing. He lived out of state and so it was hard for us to support him. I
mean, we would go down and help him get started with a new apartment or whatever, and
because he didn’t have access to the mental health care through the VA system, which
was not as accessible as it should have been, he was really struggling and it was just a
constant in and out of the system, and then fines to pay and then not having a job and
then the drug use.

Olivia said that these challenges continued for a few years, leading up to his
incarceration. She recounted the difficulties her family experienced in trying to track his
whereabouts. Her family would check frequently online to determine whether he was in jail.
Sometimes he had a phone or access to a phone, but she and her family often wondered whether
he was alive. When Olivia was able to determine that he was incarcerated, she would write him
letters in an effort to remain connected.
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One day, Olivia decided that she would write a letter to then-President Obama and inform
him of the issues that her brother was having. She decided, “I’m just going to write to the
President … and just say, ‘We have this veteran, it’s my brother, he’s homeless and he’s not
getting support through the VA, no one is helping him and he needs help.’”
Olivia said that a couple of months later, she received a phone call. Olivia recognized the
area code as being from where her brother had been living. “It was early in the morning and I
was like just a little bit wondering who is this calling and they told me that the President receives
tens of thousands of letters a day, and emails, and every night he reads 10 letters in this purple
envelope or something and he had read my letter and he had wanted to help my brother.” The
call, it turned out, was from an area code in Tennessee, which was where her brother was
incarcerated at the time. It was a staff person from the Veteran’s Administration (VA) in
Tennessee. The person told Olivia, “We know your brother, he’s been in our programs before –
our housing programs, and we want to help him.” For a short time after that, Olivia would make
contact with the VA to determine where her brother was at and how he was doing.
One day, he was getting care at the VA while residing in one of their transitional housing
programs. Olivia said, “He left the hospital and didn’t turn back. It was kind of the same
habits.” Later, Olivia discovered by searching online that her brother had been arrested and
jailed again. He was sentenced to one year, but was released after six months for good behavior.
On the day that he was released, Olivia said her brother went to see someone that he knew, and
that individual held her brother up at gunpoint. As he ran away, the person shot her brother. She
shared with me:
It was tragic. They had to amputate his leg; they didn’t know who he was because he
didn’t have an ID on him. And they found out through fingerprints and through a shelter
and tattoo identification who he was, and they called my parents. My mom’s cell phone
was on record and [the caller] told us, “He’s still alive, we need to amputate more of his
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leg if he’s going to survive, but even with that it’s not looking great. What do you want to
do?”

Olivia and her parents were on a plane to Tennessee the next day. By the time they
arrived at the hospital, they were able to share 10 minutes with her brother before he passed
away. He was 32 years old.
She described the time around the trial of the individual who shot her brother as very
difficult. The trial was set for a particular day and she flew to Tennessee with her parents only to
find out that the trial had been delayed another five months. They flew back down five months
later. “Sitting through that was awful,” Olivia said. “The video of it all, just everything.”
Further, Olivia and her family traveled back to Tennessee six weeks after the trial for the
sentencing. She said, “Then this person was sentenced basically, to 61 [years] to life [in prison].
And the person who did it was like 22 or something like that at the time.” Olivia read a family
impact statement at the sentencing. She was able to share stories, not only of her brother’s
struggles, but of all of the things he had done to help others who were also struggling.
After he passed away, there were friends and stories of things that he had done to save
other people’s lives – just that service. He was a servant leader without that recognition.
So, that was just hard. We got a binder of letters from other inmates that had talked about
the impact that he had on them, which was so unexpected – to get a binder full of
handwritten letters of things that he had done while spending time and how they had
looked up to him through a church program in the jail that he was leading that we had no
idea. And then, so I shared some of that stuff with the family, or with the person who did
that. And then at the end, I just forgave the individual.

Olivia said she shared deeply this aspect of her life because it spoke to the kind of leader
she is. Specifically, she said, the story of her brother:
Ties to some of my leadership style in that … like for me, learning more about the
individual who did this to him, just learning that that person was another statistic of the
system – another Black man that has his whole life taken away and so does my brother.
To me it's like this song on here is just … it speaks to that.
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“Letter to the Free” (Lynn, Glasper, & Riggins, 2016), she said, reminded her of all of the
challenges her brother faced.
I just think about … so, my brother was basically living this new Jim Crow of the times
that he had been stopped and searched, and he had just shared stories of that – of police
harassing him. I even knew that in Eden Prairie. Growing up in Eden Prairie, I
remember a time that the police … it was a day where we didn’t have school and so we
were out walking and fighting, as siblings do, and the police stopped us and were like
really concerned that he was not my brother, because we don’t look alike, and the
harassment piece behind that. And so, I saw some of that firsthand and I also just, from
the stories he told me. And then I think of the person who did this also had experiences
of that – of being incarcerated prior to this.
With this in mind, she said, “Letter to the Free” (Lynn, Glasper, & Riggins, 2016)
brought to mind the systemic issues she worked hard as a leader to dismantle. The song “really
does talk a lot about some of the systems challenges and even there is a reference about wanting
to make American great again and how that is just reinstating and reinforcing the racist
institution. So, I feel like that was just really powerful.”
Both “Letter to the Free” (Lynn, Glasper, & Riggins, 2016) and her experience with her
brother contributed to how she chose to lead. She shared her experience because it lends an
authenticity to how she connected and worked with others. For example, she was mentoring a
tutor in one of the schools she worked with who had an experience with a family member that
was similar to Olivia’s experience with her brother. Olivia said, “I was able to go to the
courtroom with them and sit in during the trial. This was during my job and I had told my
supervisor, ‘I’m going to go to this trial and support this person because this is part of our
work.’” Acts such as this, according to Olivia, contributed to both student and employee
retention, as well as differentiated her from other leaders. She said:
…this is part of our work – it’s increasing the retention of our members, it’s increasing
the relationship that we have with those who serve in our programs. That’s the mindset
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that I don’t think a lot of other people have in my organization because they haven’t had
to experience that. What I would expect from them based on existing patterns is that they
would send a card or they’d send flowers or they would donate to a GoFundMe account,
but they wouldn’t actually be there for [someone] when it really matters and when it
really counts.

As an example, she shared that a colleague lost a brother to a shooting. Olivia
immediately thought, “OK, how are we going to support this staff member? I’ve been there, I
know what it’s like to lose a brother to that.” Furthermore, she shared a story of her connection
to a young child in her community who recently died in tragic circumstances. Their sibling, who
was present, attempted to save them. Olivia shared:
I knew that child. He was a student at the school that I worked with. The sibling who
survived that, who I also know very closely, was talking about her brother being gone
and talking about this with two other staff, and those two other staff have also lost their
brother and they were like, “We all have a brother who is an angel.” I’m just like … how
messed up is this, that this is the common thing that we have, and yet it brings a different
perspective of how we lead, because now I’m more cognizant of what are we doing. The
decisions that we make in our work literally are life and death decisions that we can have,
in terms of how we’re supporting students.

It was this power of her personal experiences and her willingness to share them that made
her an effective inclusive leader, according to Olivia. She said, “So, I’m seeing all these
connections of … the impact that your own personal experience can have, and when you don’t
have that experience and you’re trying to lead an organization that’s doing that work, it’s just so
challenging.”
As to the artist Common, who performs the song, Olivia shared that he was brought to
her campus as a speaker when she was an undergraduate student leader. This experience helped
her to understand all that Common does for his community outside of his artistry as a rap
performer. This was another reason she chose one of his songs for her reflection on inclusive
leadership. She shared that sometimes she believed rap music gets dismissed or criticized, but
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the song “Letter to the Free” (Lynn, Glasper, & Riggins, 2016) “… is a beautiful song that tells a
story that, you know, if someone were to just read this or share it, it’s a little less easy to follow
on a piece of paper and it speaks differently when someone is speaking it – or singing it.”
We discussed further some of the lyrics in “Letter to the Free” (Lynn, Glasper, &
Riggins, 2016) that resonated with Olivia. Specifically, we focused on lines such as “The new
Jim Crow, they stop, search and arrest our souls;” “The caged bird sings for freedom to bring
Black bodies being lost in the American dream;” and “The same hate they say will make
American great again, no conciliation prize for the dehumanized” (Lynn, Glasper, & Riggins,
2016). As the song closes, the pain expressed in these lyrics is juxtaposed with a sense of
hopefulness as the artist Common concludes, “Freedom, hold on – won’t be long” (Lynn,
Glasper, & Riggins, 2016). Olivia noted that for her, she interpreted this as walking through a
historical journey as a Black man in America. For her, she said, when the artist says, “it won’t
be long” (Lynn, Glasper, & Riggins, 2016):
Sometimes it’s hard to hear that because it’s like, yes – “Common, we want to believe
you.” We all want to say that we’ll be freed from this institutional racism that exists and
then I’ll reflect on, for example, the Jacob Blake shooting in Kenosha (Wisconsin).
George Floyd, that incident happened and then everyone was like, “Yes, we need to make
changes.” And then in-between that, I know there were other police shootings that
happened, but then just going to Kenosha as another bigger example of yeah, but what
really is going to change?

While she was heartened by hearing of the desire to make change, Olivia also expressed
some skepticism that change will actually occur. For her, she said:
I think it kind of brings back to the question or the statement that I said earlier of these
changes, are they authentic changes, are they changes that people really will make
because they really understand some of the racist practices and ideologies that exist in
society and the racist practices and ideologies that people have been participating in and
doing and decisions that they’ve been making. Yeah, I don’t know. I want to feel like
we’re moving forward but I don’t know what’s going to happen.
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As a leader, she said, when faced with this type of dilemma, she became tempted to lower
her standards in order to avoid disappointment. Olivia said, “Sometimes, I almost just want to
have a cynical view to then be surprised when something good does happen.” As an example,
she referenced the upcoming presidential election.
I see how much racism has been reignited, and especially institutional racism that is more
hidden, through this last presidency, or current presidency. I just am like, “OK, let me
just tell myself he’s [Donald Trump] going to win,” so that way I’m not going to be upset
when he does win. And if he doesn’t, I’m going to just be like, “OK, a change.”

She concluded this reflection by saying that she is worried what status quo will mean for
the community within which she works. As a leader, she asked herself if the status quo is
maintained, what will she do to make change? And how will she keep community at the center
of her thinking and decision-making?
“My Shot”
“Scratch that this is not a moment, it's the movement
Where all the hungriest brothers with something to prove went?
Foes oppose us, we take an honest stand
We roll like Moses, claimin' our promised land
And? If we win our independence?
Is that a guarantee of freedom for our descendants?
Or will the blood we shed begin an endless cycle of vengeance and death with no
defendants?
I know the action in the street is excitin'
But Jesus, between all the bleedin' 'n' fightin'
I've been readin' 'n' writin'
We need to handle our financial situation
Are we a nation of states what's the state of our nation?
I'm past patiently waitin' I'm passionately mashin' every expectation
Every action's an act of creation
I'm laughin' in the face of casualties and sorrow
For the first time, I'm thinkin' past tomorrow
And I am not throwin' away my shot
I am not throwin' away my shot
Hey yo, I'm just like my country
I'm young, scrappy and hungry
And I'm not throwin' away my shot
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We're gonna rise up (time to take a shot)
I am not throwin' away my shot
We're gonna rise up (time to take a shot)
I am not throwin' away my shot
We're gonna, rise up, rise up
It's time to take a shot
Rise up, rise up
It's time to take a shot
Rise up, it's time to take a shot
Rise up, take a shot, shot, shot
It's time to take a shot, time to take a shot
And I am not throwin' away my
Not throwin' away my shot” (Collins, Ortiz, Muchata, Miranda, Troutman, Trotter &
Johson, 2015).
The last song Olivia chose that reflected her inclusive style of leadership and how she
thought about it was Lin-Manuel Miranda’s “My Shot” (Collins et al., 2015). The song is
featured prominently in Miranda’s hit musical Hamilton: An American Musical (Miranda,
2016). Of the musical Hamilton (Miranda, 2016), Kajikawa (2018) wrote:
In the midst of a national context charged with race, gender, and class divisions, the
musical also became a political symbol. Although some critics have expressed concern
that Hamilton reinforces a white-centered Founders myth by making George Washington
and Thomas Jefferson seem cool to a new generation, more fans seem to have been
inspired by the way the production writes women and people of color into the story of
Revolutionary War hero and first US treasury secretary Alexander Hamilton. Relying
primarily on black and Latinx actors, Hamilton has earned praise for its bold reimagining
of US history. As Lin-Manuel Miranda, the musical’s creator and first to star in its title
role, put it: ”This is a story about America then, told by America now.” (p. 467)
As to the song “My Shot” (Collins et al., 2015) itself, Kajikawa (2018) noted that Manuel
borrowed from the lyrics of the song “Shook Ones” (Johnson & Muchita, 1995) by Mobb Deep.
Kajikawa (2018) explained:
In the original context of “Shook Ones,” these lyrics comment on the harsh environment
of the Queensbridge housing projects, where “only the strong survive” and children must
mature quickly or fall victim to the streets. Miranda’s borrowing of this line equates the
struggle of inner-city youth with biographer Ron Chernow’s description of Alexander
Hamilton as a remarkably strong individual who overcame poverty, abandonment, and
the death of his mother at an early age. (p. 473-474)
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I asked Olivia why she chose “My Shot” (Collins et al., 2015). First and foremost, she
said, Lin-Manuel Miranda shared her Puerto Rican identity, which is fundamental to who she is.
Specifically,
I mentioned my strong Puerto Rican identity and so to see him leading this, I think, was
really motivational – just hearing the message that he has, kind of relates back to the first
song, the Lauryn Hill song. You have this opportunity; you’re going to go forward and
you’re just going to try your hardest as you move forward – even though you have all
these things working against you. Kind of like Lauryn Hill had mentioned, like the
environment might be crazy or whatever your situation is, and I think this speaks a lot to
me.
Her Puerto Rican identity is also central to how she led. In relation to “My Shot”
(Collins et al., 2015), Olivia described herself as “young, scrappy, and hungry” – oft repeated
lyrics in the song. In part, the lyrics resonated with her because of assumptions that are often
made about her ethnicity and age. She told a story about a time she was doing a practicum at a
local high school while in graduate school. A health insurance company came in to present,
assumed Olivia was one of the high school students, and asked her if she wanted to share her
story. Olivia said, “There’s just these assumptions that are made, but really, I just see that as I’m
young, scrappy, and hungry – I’m ready to go do whatever challenge I can do.” She also had
experiences in common with Alexander Hamilton, the character Miranda plays in the musical
Hamilton (Miranda, 2016). Specifically, she said the character Hamilton in the song “My Shot”
(Collins et al., 2015) references a scholarship that he received. Olivia, too, received a
scholarship to complete her undergraduate degree. She said, however, that receiving the
scholarship created for her something of an imposter syndrome. When she received her
scholarship, she did not want to brag, but also “knowing that I kind of was living between these
two worlds – my [suburban] life, [where it] was really cool to get a scholarship, but then my
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extended family were like, ‘Oh, you think you’re better that you’re going to college and you
have this scholarship.’” She said she worked hard not to dwell on this any longer.
Olivia went on to reference lyrics that resonated with her and how she thought about
herself as a leader. In the song, the Hamilton character sings, “I got a lot of brains but no
polish,” and “I’ve got to holler just to be heard” (Collins et al., 2015). Olivia said:
How many times have I had to say something over and over and over for somebody to
hear me? And even now in my work, I’ll say an idea and then my white male colleague
will say an idea … when I say it the first time, people might not hear it, but then my
white male colleague will say it and they’ll be like, “Wow, yes – we should do that.’ Or,
‘Yeah, we never thought of that.”
Another line in the song states: “A diamond in the rough, a shiny piece of coal” (Collins
et al., 2015). Olivia said this resonated with her because she had often felt like this in the
workplace – that people see one thing, yet assume another. This reaction, she said, reminded her
to speak her truth. Upon speaking her truth, she recounted that others are often taken aback or
revert to what she called “coded language” in their communication with her. “Sometimes I feel
like people will find me and they’ll be like, ‘Wow, we didn’t know you were around’ … or
‘Wow, we’re so fortunate to have you on our team.’” For her, this has often meant that people
had lower expectations of her, both professionally and academically. She shared a story of a
time when she was testifying before the state legislator and an elected official said to her, “Do
you really have your Ph.D.?” This kind of questioning, she said, is something that her white
colleagues do not experience.
Delving further into the song, lyrics such as “The plan is fan the spark into a flame”
(Collins et al., 2015) inspired her and captured what she wanted to achieve. To Olivia, this
reflected her desire to “really pick up and take off with the work that I do because I’m just so
passionate about it. So, yeah, that … speaks to me for sure.”
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We discussed further how “My Shot” (Collins et al., 2015) reflected how she led in her
organization. For Olivia, it was about identifying where there is opportunity and seizing upon it.
As an example, she shared about how she was hired into her organization as an assistant director
of diversity and inclusion. She advocated at the time of her hire to be brought in as a director
due to the importance of the work she would be doing in advancing equity and inclusion. “I
basically was told I have to prove that I can do the job to get the title. And so, my young quiet
self was just like, ‘I tried to bring it up and state its importance and they didn’t really hear it.’
And so, I kept that in my mind, right? But my young self didn’t push it.” When she met with
her supervisor a year later, she reminded them that she was really doing the work of equity and
inclusion on her own; she was not being guided, directed, or assisted by anyone else.
Before her next formal request for an elevation of her title, Olivia did a spinning ride
while listening to an artist that Common collaborated with. In the song, the artist referenced
Common. Olivia said she knew intuitively that the time had come again to request that her title
be elevated to vice president.
So, we had the meeting starting and one of them was like, “I think director really is a
great title for you.” I was like, “You know, I’ve been doing director level work the last
two years without being compensated for pay or with the title. In fact, there are plenty of
examples of people changing my title to director for their benefit, including in our
strategic plan. [There are] people saying, “Well, it just sounds funny that you’re not the
director.” I just said, “I actually think that I should be vice president of equity and
inclusion.” They were like, “Yeah.”
“My Shot” (Collins et al., 2015) had put into perspective for her how she had changed
over time, to be more forthcoming with her needs as a professional woman of color.
I think that’s the change that I’ve seen in myself. I’m not willing to say no and I have
learned you have to find the right time and not throw away that shot. I could have easily
just said, “Yeah, Director – that sounds great.” But I knew that’s not what it is and what
it should be. And so, because I’m young, scrappy, and hungry and I’m still seeing
opportunities – I had to go for that. At that point they were like, “We’ll email the CEO

218
and copy you on that email.” I knew when she was copied on it … how can you say no
when you have it in your strategic plan as a priority and you don’t have anyone leading it,
you don’t have any people of color in that senior leadership ring. It just happened.

Olivia went on to tell me that the title change occurred approximately two weeks after the
killing of George Floyd. Again, she expressed a profound sense of guilt that it took the killing of
a Black man for people to want to do what is right, even something like changing a young
woman’s title to better reflect the work she was doing and the critical importance of that work
for the organization. She said, “… a part of me feels kind of guilty about that because I feel like
… I had been saying this to them for a long time and, again, it took that situation [with George
Floyd] for that change to happen.”
She further stated that the change in her title resulted in numerous new connections and
opportunities for her. Her updated LinkedIn page, she said, “blew up. I had 45,000 views. That
part … that was never my intention, I was just excited about it. It did definitely open new
opportunities.” This experience was somewhat bitter sweet. On the one hand, Olivia said that
she was very excited about all of the new possibilities that her new title opened up for her. On
the other hand, she said that she was reminded about the access that is often denied to
professionals of color. Another downside for the title change to happen after the fact, Olivia also
shared, came in the form of lost time and therefore, possible lost opportunities.
I just sometimes sit and think, like, had I started at the Director level two years ago, I
maybe would have had other opportunities because I would have been doing this
networking. I feel like I missed out on that. And not only that, but just the
compensation. I just think of the generational wealth that’s developed and those were
two years that I could have been getting paid more but I wasn’t because, basically a white
male was like, “No, you’ve got to prove yourself first.” So, that’s just frustrating for me.
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For Olivia, however, rather than let this stymie her, she used the experience to change the
way she led others. She developed a strong interest in mentoring others and built that into how
she approached her supervision. She said, “Now, when I supervise people or mentor people, I’m
like telling them … ‘Tell your supervisor to change your job description to match what you’re
doing or what you can be doing, and then you find the job title that fits that.’” She advised those
she supported to not allow a job title to tell them where they need to be within an organizational
structure, but instead to advocate for where they believe they should be based upon the work
they do, the contributions they make, and the impact they have.
Some of her colleagues struggled with her promotion to Vice President and continued to
try work with her as if she was an associate director. When she shared her perspective at
meetings, for example, she would hear, “And this is why it’s so important that you’re at this
meeting.” She said, “I know what they’re trying to say, that they’re happy that I spoke up about
something, but you don’t say that about your white colleagues. I’m pretty sure that you don’t
text them and tell them, ‘Wow, we’re so glad that you are at the senior leadership level now.’”
The importance, then, of “My Shot” (Collins et al., 2015) lies in its reminder to Olivia to
continue to stand up for herself. “I just feel like they still kind of view me as this young, Brown
person… like they did something good by pulling me up. I’m like, ‘No, I had to ask for this, first
of all, to be at this table, and you’re still acting like you need to hold my hand.’”
We talked further about “My Shot” (Collins et al., 2015), the artist Lin-Manuel Miranda,
and the musical Hamilton (Miranda, 2016). Miranda was notorious for casting other artists of
color in roles that would have previously been dominated by white cast members. I asked Olivia
how she reacted to that. She said she remembered thinking:
“Wow, these people look like me.” And “Wow, this could maybe be the new norm of
what plays look like.” I think it was really powerful. And, I guess that kind of mirrors to
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my job when I heard, for example, one mentee say, “Wow, I wasn’t expecting you to be
my coach.” It was kind of the same thing that, I think, I experienced in the play – I
wasn’t expecting to see myself.
Olivia also appreciated Miranda’s incorporation of hip-hop into a Broadway musical.
She said, “I think [Hamilton] was just phenomenal in how he (Miranda) tied hip-hop in to really
make it fit – to just match some of the struggles that immigrants or other marginalized people
may be facing.” She connected the experience of seeing the play back to the experience of
losing her brother, which had a tremendous impact on her life and how she worked with others.
“I remember,” she said, “there’s one scene, I think, when he’s saying goodbye to his son that had
been shot and my mom and dad were right next to me, and I remember just thinking, ‘Oh my
gosh, we’re reliving this.’ And so, it was just another … connection that I felt that I had to this.”
Olivia shared that music in general made connections for her and what she experienced in
her life. In the movie Moana, for example, she said there is a song that talks about the heart that
was stolen from inside you. This, she shared, reminded her of her brother. “I just think of that
battle that he had with the drugs and the substance abuse and homelessness. I know that’s not
who he was, but his heart was stolen.”
She said all of the songs she chose reminded her of her journey to get to where she was.
She said she did a lot of thinking and processing in her choosing the songs upon which to reflect.
“’OK, do I try and find women artists or male artists.’ Or, I even was like, ‘Do I do Spanish
songs?’” What it came down to in her decision-making she said, is selecting songs with lyrics
that spoke to her and that she could relate to. For example, with the song “My Shot” (Collins et
al., 2016), Olivia said, “I just think of … yeah, again, that shot – that opportunity and not losing
it. And same thing with my parents having grown up in New York City and all the sacrifices that
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they made in Brooklyn and the challenges and not giving up that chance and that shot. I just love
it.”
I asked Olivia if she had any final thoughts as we wrapped up.
I think a lot of these songs speak to, again, that servant leadership style that I have of
working with the community, not for the community, and being fully immersed in the
community. And then knowing how I supervise people and mentor people based on
some of the challenges I’ve had and not making assumptions on what they need or what
they can and can’t do – instead just listening to them and hearing their story and hearing
their journey and where they want to go, I think, has been just something that’s really
important for me as I move forward. And then, obviously, just personally I think one of
the bigger challenges I’ve had was losing my brother. Every day I think about him, I
think about the person who took his life, and I think about the opportunities if that person
that took his life had some of the opportunities for more stable housing, more stable
education, and some of the same services that my organization is aiming to include. And
so, how do we work to hear and to include those voices at all levels of the decisions that
we make.

Summary
Chapter four presented narratives gathered from six inclusive women leaders. It
summarized the leadership experiences of each woman through their reflections using music,
songs, and song lyrics. As they recounted their stories, these women shed light on how they
developed their view of inclusive leadership, navigated their inclusive leadership practices, dealt
with the barriers they experienced, and how their lived experiences both personally and
professionally played an essential role in this development. Their experiences allowed them to
understand, connect, and grow in their leadership. I used Restorying to convey participants’
experiences, and their extensive direct quotes allow readers to hear each participant’s story in
their own words (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). Chapter five provides a summary of findings,
recommendations for leaders, implications for inclusive leadership practice, future research
recommendation, and a conclusion of the study.
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“We are no longer called to just interpret the world. Today, we are called to change the
world and change it in ways that resist injustice while celebrating freedom and full, inclusive,
participatory democracy” (Denzin & Giardina, 2009, p. 13).

Chapter V
Discussion, Implications, and Conclusions
My art-based narrative inquiry explored the personal and professional experiences of
inclusive women leaders. By way of music and song lyrics, this study provides a platform for
inclusive women leaders to share their lived experiences alongside their leadership practices. To
shed light on their experiences, challenges, and struggles, I drew from six individual interviews
with inclusive women leaders to answer three overarching research questions:
1. How does music tell the story of the development and practice of inclusion by
women leaders?
2. What are some of the commonalities and differences in stories of women leaders
as they describe, through music, their development and practice as inclusive
leaders?
3. What contributions can these stories make to the theory, development, and practice
of inclusive leadership?

Utilizing music, songs, and lyrics, these reflections through the voices of participants
provide an overview of the experiences of inclusive women leaders and offer insights on how
they developed and practiced inclusive leadership. Additionally, these narratives unearth the
common threads that link these women leaders: the multi-layered dimensions of their
experiences, the challenges navigating workplaces that have been dominated by men, and the
desire to validate a strong values-laden identity as it related to the ways in which they led. I offer
recommendations for leaders wanting to be inclusive, inclusive leadership practices, and areas
for further research. Overall, I derived conclusions and implications from findings related to
each research question and an analysis of the narratives created with each study participant.
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Findings and Themes
In this section, I describe the prominent themes that emerged from my analysis of
interview transcriptions. I identify the particular themes that inform the practice of inclusive
leadership by women leaders through their reflections on songs and musical lyrics. Second, I
discuss commonalities among inclusive women leaders as they apply these themes to their
leadership practices. I focus on commonalities because definitive differences did not emerge
from participants’ reflection on the songs they chose; rather, some themes were emphasized less
prominently by some participants, but no clear differences emerged among their reflections.
Finally, I share how music and musical reflection might inform the development of inclusive
leadership in organizations in the future.
Affirming Optimal Distinctiveness Theory.
Chapter II included a discussion of Optimal Distinctiveness Theory (ODT). According to
Randel et al. (2018), inclusive leaders are those who engage in behaviors that respond to
peoples’ simultaneous desire for uniqueness and belongingness within a team or work group. An
inclusive leader, they asserted, is one who is simultaneously able to foster a sense of belonging
while valuing the unique qualities of each individual (Randel et al., 2018).
Belongingness.
Participants in this study spoke to the importance of creating a work environment that
supports a sense of belongingness for its members, thereby affirming the significance of this
theory. Laura, for example, in her reflection on Unwritten (Bedingfield, 2004), shared her story
of working through all of her organization’s policies and procedures to achieve genderneutrality. Laura said, “If you truly want inclusivity and feel that your employees are part of this
organization and are the organization, then your procedures should reflect that.” In Janis’
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reflection on Not Afraid, (Burnett et al., 2010), she said, “I just feel the power. And when you
think about diversity, inclusion, belonging, leadership – this thing to step out, maybe that’s a
little bit of a theme on a couple of these, of saying, ‘I’m going to step into this, even when it’s
difficult,’ was part of it for me.” Olivia also related the importance of belonging in her reflection
on Serena (Campbell et al., 2019), but from the perspective of being on the outside looking in.
Olivia said, the song “gets at that whole same attitude of Serena Williams … and knowing how
many times she was told she wasn’t good enough or she was too Black, or she didn’t belong
here. She kept persevering through those difficulties.” Meredith, in Brave (Bareilles, 2013),
shared that “all ideas are important, all voices matter.”
Uniqueness.
Participants also affirmed the importance of valuing the uniqueness of others in leading
others inclusively. For example, in reflecting on the song Brave (Bareilles, 2013), Meredith said,
“I try to celebrate and respect the different skill sets and expertise and personality types that are
part of our team, part of our organization.” Pamela brought up the importance of recognizing the
importance of and celebrating identity in her reflections on the song Tomboy (Nokia, 2017),
stating, “I think that I try to see the strengths in everybody … everybody has good and bad,
strengths and weaknesses, and everybody deserves to feel good about who they are and those
things should be celebrated.” Tori also expressed the importance of identity in her reflections,
sharing a desire to create a world where everyone is free to express themselves in accordance
with their own identities. Of the song Freedom (Lomax et al., 2016), Tori said, “I love the idea
of I’m free to bring all of my assets while I’m on the planet. How do I add to that freedom for
other people, where have I been made not to feel free?” Finally, Olivia, in her reflections on The
Miseducation of Lauryn Hill (Hill, 1998), shared that she identified as Puerto Rican. This shared
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identity with many of the young people of color with whom she worked helped her to build
relationships and become a successful leader. Of this shared identity, she said, “I think that just
speaks to them.”
Additional Themes
In addition to affirming ODT, several other themes emerged, some of which were closely
related to the inclusive leader criteria traits developed by Korn Ferry (Tapia, 2019) and Deloitte
(Dillon & Bourke, 2016), some of which represented new and different thinking on inclusive
leadership. These themes included that the process of becoming an inclusive leader takes the
following: a life-long commitment, the ability to learn from one’s mistakes, the influence of
current events and the need to be present, leading with authenticity, and harnessing personal
experiences as growth. Other less significant themes also emerged; in other words, they were
important to some participants, but did not appear in all reflections. These themes were
identified as practicing humility, humanity, and giving voice. I discuss all of these themes
below.
A life-long journey and commitment.
In their work examining the leadership practices in educational institutions, Rayner
(2009) emphasized the importance of continuous learning for leaders desiring to be inclusive. A
key theme to emerge from participant reflections is that becoming an inclusive leader does not
occur overnight nor is it the result of a singular training opportunity; it is a journey and it takes a
life-long commitment to both learning and practicing. Participants used metaphors such as a
“journey,” “non-linear,” “messy,” and a “path” to characterize their life-long commitment to
developing and practicing inclusive leadership. For example, in her reflections on the song
“What’s Going On?” (Gaye et al., 1971), Laura said the lyrics reminded her to “continue to
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conquer hate and educate.” As a “continuous learner and especially working in a very diverse
space and doing the work,” the song, according to Laura reminded her that, “You’re never
done.” In her reflection on Stevie Wonder’s “Higher Ground” (Wonder, 1973), Meredith said, “I
just keep on trying – there are steps and bumps and obstacles…. Those things are real….” And,
she said, “… you’re just constantly in this movement and on a journey to do better – you just
keep going. You have to constantly aspire to do better, do your best work.” In her reflection on
the song “Soy Yo (It’s Me)” (Mejia, 2015), Pamela shared her belief that becoming an inclusive
leader is akin to developing the ability to love oneself, which is also a life-long commitment.
She said it takes this self-love to want to lead inclusively and that self-love also does not happen
overnight. Said Pamela: “I think, obviously, that’s hard – it’s not easy [and] that’s probably a
life-long process.”
In her reflection on “You Need to Calm Down” (Swift & Little, 2019, Janis described
herself as being on a “personal learning journey” to better understand systemic racism,
specifically. Tori also referenced inclusive leadership as a journey in her reflections on two
songs. The song “Freedom” (Lomax et al., 2016) reminded her that the work of being an
inclusive leader is never done, that it is a life-long commitment. “My assumption is we go back
to sleep and then we’ve got to get up again … that cyclical nature of needing to keep choosing to
do it is like there’s not going to be a destination – you just have to keep making that choice [to
practice inclusive leadership].” Finally, Olivia also characterized her inclusive practice as a
leader as both a path and a journey, and not something that simply happens at once. This notion
emerged in a discussion of the pace of the song “The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill” (Hill, 1998)
during which Olivia shared, “I like that because it kind of requires me to just go slow and reflect
on what my journey has been, how have I gotten to where I am now?” This idea of being on a
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path to inclusive leadership also came up in Olivia’s reflection on the song “Serena” (Campbell
et al., 2019). Specifically, a line in the song goes, “It’s a right path in a dark world, that’s a good
fight for a dark girl” (Campbell et al., 2019).
Learning from mistakes.
Participants said the process of becoming inclusive could, at times, be painful and ridden
with mistakes. Making mistakes, however, emerged as a theme for participants as mistakes
provided the opportunity for continued growth as inclusive leaders. This thinking is captured in
the work of Chin (2010), who noted that the ability to be flexible and adaptable in response to
the changing world is essential to effective leadership. Laura, for instance, talked about having
the fortitude to continue to work through problems that arise in the workplace regarding bias.
“It’s too easy to quit,” she said. In her reflection on “Unwritten” (Bedingfield, 2004), Laura said
she believed the lyrics gave permission “to re-do something or right a wrong.” A good and
inclusive leader, she said, “Owns up to a mistake or wrong-doing.”
Similarly, Meredith reflected on a theme around learning from mistakes in two of her
musical selections. First, in the song “Brave” (Bareilles, 2013), Meredith said she was reminded
that everyone makes mistakes and not to be too hard on herself. In addition, as she reflected on
“The Eye” (Carlisle et al., 2015), Meredith said the song was reminiscent of the notion of
learning from mistakes. She said, “I know this song moves me in terms of a sense of acceptance,
forgiveness; we’re all fallible.”
Pamela also referred to learning from mistakes in her reflections, particularly in the
context of the song “Soy Yo” (Mejia, 2015). She commented that lyrics such as “I fell, stop me,
I walked, I climb, I was against the current and I also got lost, I flopped, I lived and learned”
impacted her deeply when she thought about her approach to inclusive leadership. In her
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reflections on “Even If” (Garcia, et al., 2017), Janis brought up a time in her career when she was
experiencing some personal crises that impacted her work and she received feedback that did not
meet her own standards. She shared that instead of being defensive or running from it, she
leaned into it. What she discovered was the importance of opening up and sharing about her
experiences. Being open and honest with herself, she said, made her realize, “Oh my gosh, so
many people are struggling, and how do you connect?” For Tori, the song “Slumber” (Rinehart
& Rinehart, 2011) brought up the importance of being vulnerable and learning from one’s
mistakes. As a result of her learning from mistakes, Tori said, “I think I’m able to move from
embarrassed to action pretty fast, but I think I continue to wrestle and rumble with fear, anger,
and frustration at what I was taught versus what I wish I knew to be a decent person in life in
2020.” Olivia also referred to the importance of challenging herself to learn from previous
mistakes. In the song “Serena” (Campbell et al., 2019), there is a line that states, “A smooth sea
never made a skilled sailor.” This line, Olivia said, reminded her that as an inclusive leader,
“You have these blind spots and it’s not until you’re faced with or you’ve experienced these
different challenges that you then have a new perspective.”
The influence of current events and the need to be present.
Chin (2010) asserted that contemporary leadership models have little to say about
diversity, equity, and social justice. She pointed out the importance of removing obstacles to
follower success. “A leader is successful when [they] can create an organizational culture
responsive to the social context expected by its followers” (Chin, 2010, p, 153). At the time
participant interviews were conducted for this study, the nation was reeling as the murder of
George Floyd, an unarmed Black man, by Minneapolis police officers fueled demonstrations that
resulting in violence and destruction in cities across the US. Participants reflected on the recent
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murder of George Floyd, a Black man, by Minneapolis police officers as they discussed the
songs they chose that captured their approaches to inclusive leadership. For Laura, for example,
her choice of the song “What’s Going On?” (Gaye et al., 1971) was a direct result of the
incident. Referring to the lyrics as relevant in the context of what was happening in society
today, Laura said, “I’ve always loved the song. I didn’t really know what it meant until just
recently with the murder of George Floyd.”
Likewise, Meredith considered the killing of George Floyd in her reflection on the song
“Higher Ground” (Wonder, 1972). It prompted her, she said, to view her work through a broader
lens. “I can think about it collectively,” she said, “like as a community, as a people. It certainly
feels very relevant right now.”
Pamela also reflected on the murder of George Floyd in her choice of the song “La
Femme Fetal” (Butler, 1993). She noted that the artists who performed the song are an all-Black
band. For her, she said, this was significant because she was spending a lot of her time “…
thinking about my job and right now the kind of race wars that are going on in the country and
thinking about the health disparities in the Black community and … the reckoning that’s going
on in the country.”
Janis also referenced the killing of George Floyd as she reflected on the importance of
taking the time to stop and talk about the issues that impact our communities. In the context of
her reflection on “You Need to Calm Down” (Swift & Little, 2019), Janis talked about the
importance of upholding marginalized communities, which prompted her to then reference the
murder of George Floyd. Janis said she always believed the best of her community, “not
realizing that … there’s so much in our fabric that is not helping – or more than not helping, is
harming individuals.”
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Tori referenced the murder of George Floyd in her reflections on the song “Slumber”
(Rinehart & Rinehart, 2011). The song, she said reminded her of the murder of George Floyd, as
well as the aftermath of the Rodney King verdict, which spurred riots in Los Angeles in 1992.
Tori said she chose the song because lyrics such as “tongues are violent, hearts are stronger after
broken” (Rinehart & Rinehart, 2011) resonated with her as she thought about how she led.
Olivia also brought up the killing of George Floyd in her reflections on two of the songs
that she chose to capture her inclusive leadership style. The song “Serena” (Campbell et al.,
2019) included lyrics, such as “I’ve been working a long time, hey; gotta get a gold mine, hey”
(Campbell et al., 2019). For Olivia, this raised the irony of the killing of George Floyd as a
catalyst for individuals and organizations to step forward at last and commit to entering into the
work of equity, inclusion, and justice. Olivia shared, “One thing that I just find upsetting is it’s
basically taken another killing of another Black man in our community to be, ‘Oh, wow – yeah,
we need to care.’”
Olivia further referenced the murder of George Floyd in her reflection on “Letter to the
Free” (Lynn et al., 2016) performed by the artist Common. “We staring in the face of hate
again” (Lynn et al., 2016) and other such lyrics reminded her of George Floyd’s death, as well as
the death of many other people of color at the hands of police. Of the song, Olivia said, “This is,
again, just another song that is so deep and resonates so much with everything that is going on
with the killing of George Floyd and all the police shootings.” She went on to share that “Letter
to the Free” (Lynn et al.,. 2016) reminded her of the importance of working to dismantle
systemic issues as an inclusive leader.
In addition to the murder of George Floyd, participants’ reflections included references to
other, broader occurrences in community and in the US. For example, Meredith referenced the
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Black Lives Matter movement in her reflection on “For What It’s Worth” (Stills, 1966). She
chose this song because it was reminiscent of what was going on in our world currently, even
though the song was written in 1966. The song revealed new meaning for her, “very much
around what’s happening right now – sort of reconciliation around white supremacy and antiBlack racism and this sort of impact of the Trump administration on marginalized communities
and queer people and Black people and women.” For Meredith, listening to the lyrics in “For
What It’s Worth” (Stills, 1966) created in her a sense of urgency that she thought about in
relation to her inclusive leadership approach. “For What It’s Worth” (Stills, 1966) made her
realize that she has “an awareness almost constantly, that people are in the streets, that there is
urgency – urgency to our survival.”
The song “Not Ready to Make Nice” (Maguire et al., 2006) also compelled Meredith to
reflect on the notion of hate that seemed to be permeating society at the time this study took
place. There is a line in the song that says “can the words that I said send somebody so over the
edge that they’d write me a letter saying that I better shut up and sing or my life will be over?”
(Maguire et al., 2006). Said Meredith, “That’s so in the moment, isn’t it? Where people are
literally being threatened if they express support for Black Lives Matter or put up a Biden sign
on their lawn.” This mentality, she said, made her even more empathetic toward the people she
served and led. She referenced transgender and LGBT people specifically. She said, “… a lot of
folks don’t realize that this is happening for a lot of families across the country … still getting
hate speech painted on their garages and getting their Pride flags torn down and being told to
move out of my neighborhood.”
Similarly, her reflection on “La Femme Fetal” (Butler, 1993) prompted Pamela to think
about the way Black people are treated in the US. She said the song’s lyrics made her “think
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about conversations that Black parents are forced to have with their kids in order to keep them
safe.” This reflection further compelled her to draw parallels between racism and the anti-choice
movement, saying, “how hateful the anti-choice community can really be – I mean they’re really
scary, they can be really scary.”
Tori also raised the importance of being present and in the moment in her reflection on
“Immigrants (We Get the Job Done)” (Warsame et al., 2016). She referred to the song as “a
radical invitation to be present.” With respect to her inclusive leadership approach, she said the
song is “about trusting my 20 years of experience that I’m ready enough for whatever the hell
they’re about to hand me.”
A collective effort.
Participants also found that the songs they reflected on generated the realization that
inclusive leadership took a collective effort; no one could do it alone. Randel et al., (2018)
expressed similar thinking about the importance of creating opportunities or all group members
to provide input and participate in shared decision-making. Shared decision-making fosters an
inclusive environment when a leader emphasizes shared power, broad consultation on decisions,
and solicits input on how work can be accomplished by the entire group (Mor Barak, 2016;
Randel et al., 2018; Mor Barak & Cherin, 1998; Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006; Nishi, 2013).
Similarly, Nembhard and Edmondson (2006) asserted that inclusive leaders are those who
include others in discussions and decisions in which their voices might otherwise be absent.
“Unwritten” (Bedingfield, 2004), according to Laura, reminded her of the importance of
creating an openness in the workplace where employees understand that “everyone has a part in
achieving [our] goals.” Furthermore, in her reflection on “Lean on Me” (Withers, 1972), Laura
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said the lyrics reminded her not to be afraid to call on others when you need them, noting that
doing so is “courageous.”
Similar to having a collective emphasis, Meredith said that as she thought about the song
“Higher Ground” (Wonder, 1973), she thought of her work to encourage others. She described
her work as a community wide-effort. Recent events, such as the killing of George Floyd and
the reaction throughout the country, compelled her to view her work and the song through a
broader, collective lens. “Higher Ground” (Wonder, 1973) reminded her of how she leads: “I
can think about it collectively – like as a community, as a people. It certainly feels very relevant
now where it’s like we’re sort at of this crossroads in the US – are we going to go into a hole or
are we going to go into a portal?”
Pamela also referenced the importance of the collective in her reflection on “Bad Girls”
(Araica et al., 2013). She said that fostering an environment where people can work together
collaboratively is a key element in her approach to inclusive leadership. She said, “I think that
women have developed really amazing abilities to be collaborative and to work well in
partnerships in ways that people who were raised as males sometimes were not taught.” Pamela
was specifically reminded of this when she watched the video accompanying “Bad Girls”
(Araica et al., 2013), which portrayed a number of women driving together in cars alongside the
artist. These images provoked reflections on the importance of working together and supporting
one another, she said.
Janis, too, referenced the importance of the collective her in reflections on three of the
songs that she chose. First, in her reflection on “Not Afraid” (Burnett et al., 2010), Janis said,
“There’s something very powerful there of people coming together and moving forward and
collectively raising the roof.” Second, Janis brought up this idea again in our discussion of
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“Can’t Hold Us” (Haggerty et al., 2011). She said it was her belief in the power of the collective
that compelled her to choose the song to reflect upon in the context of her inclusive leadership.
The song, according to Janis, carried a message of “‘We’re going to do this’ not ‘I’m going to do
this.’ [The song] says we’ll hold hands and move forward … and there’s this collective aspect to
that …I don’t think an individual leader can get much done [alone].” Third, “You Need to Calm
Down” (Swift & Little, 2019) also prompted Janis to reflect on the power of collective action.
The quest for equity and justice takes a commitment to allyship and action, she said. “This is
only going to work if we’re all doing it.”
In Tori’s reflection on “There is so Much More” (Dennen, 2006), she referred to the
importance of working collectively, noting that we are all active participants in our world. She
said the song has “this energy of participation,” prompting her to ask, “So what can we try [and]
how can I help?” Related to that, Tori said the song reminded her that just as there is a time to
lead, it is equally important to know when to follow. “I’ve learned how to play different roles
and how I can get quieter so that I can be a good follower.” Continuing, Tori reflected on the
importance of working together to achieve inclusivity, equity, and justice when she spoke about
the song “Slumber” (Rinehart & Rinehart, 2011). “I think we are asking people to get awake and
stay awake,” she said. “And I do think it’s watching an awakening.”
For Olivia, the importance of the collective emerged in her reflections on “Serena”
(Campbell et al., 2019). She noted that bearing stakeholders in mind was critical to how she
approached inclusive leadership. “The approach” she said, “that I take is keeping whoever we
are serving … at the center.” Olivia added that for her, when she thinks of the importance of
working together with stakeholders, “It’s mostly around students and the impact that I want to
have on [them]. Thinking about the people at the center and where the impact is going to be has
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helped me make my case or push different policy changes … or different decisions in our
organization.”
Identity: self and others.
Being cognizant of and demonstrating the utmost respect for identity – for both the
participants as individuals, as well as the people they work with – also emerged as a theme in
participants’ reflections. In her work, Chin (2010) emphasized the importance of considering
how identities such as gender, race, ethnicity, and sexual identity might influence leader
behavior, as well as the perceptions and experiences of a particular leader. Randel et al., (2018)
linked inclusive leadership to cognitive complexity, which they defined as the ability to view
others as multidimensional and to recognize the strengths and limitations of group members
without minimizing their potential to contribute. Randel et al., (2018) further referenced the
importance of an appreciation for and an understanding of diversity as fundamental to inclusive
leadership.
Laura referenced being cognizant of identity in the context of her reflections on “Lean on
Me” (Withers, 1972). For Laura, the song related to her identity as a social worker and how that
influenced how she led others. “It’s just kind of in my DNA,” she said, “Lean on Me.”
Meredith referred to the importance of identity in her reflections on “For What it’s Worth”
(Stills, 1966). She said her marginalization as a gay woman and helped to connect her
experiences to other marginalized communities. This was very real and current for her, and
often informed how she led inclusively. “I think,” she said, “as part of the LGBTQ or queer
community, there is definitely a lot of intersection with Black Lives Matter and the sort of racial
justice movement and the LGBTQ community. I mean, I certainly feel like even though I’m a
white person, my identity as a queer person is sort of under attack at the moment.”
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Pamela brought up the importance of recognizing and celebrating identity in her
reflections on three of the songs she chose. First, Pamela said one of the reasons she chose “La
Femme Fetal” (Butler, 1993) to reflect on was because the band Digable Planets was comprised
entirely of people who identify as persons of color. “And so it was significant for me to hear
non-white people talking about abortion [because] nationally, at least in this field, abortion is still
a very white conversation.” Second, as she reflected on “Tomboy” (Nokia, 2017), Pamela
shared, “I think that I try to see the strengths in everybody … everybody has good and bad
strengths and weaknesses, and everybody deserves to feel good about who they are and those
things should be celebrated.” Third, in “Bad Girls” (Araica et al., 2013), Pamela noted that the
singer Marcella Araica embodies multiple identities in her work and life – as a woman of color,
as a sound engineer in a male-dominated field, and as an entrepreneur. It was these multiple
identities that drew her to reflect on the song “Bad Girls” (Araica et al., 2013) in the first place.
Pamela expressed respect for Araica, stating, “She carries a lot of marginalized identities and is
just unbothered by it. I think they make her stronger and more powerful.” The video
accompanying the song portrays women who appear to be Middle Eastern and Muslim driving
cars. Pamela noted that Saudi women were only recently granted permission to drive and the
song, therefore, shattered many of the stereotypes surrounding Muslim women, in particular.
“Here are all these women driving and just having a party and raging and being strong and
powerful…. I just think that’s awesome.”
In her reflection on “Can’t Hold Us” (Haggerty et al., 2011), Janis talked about the artists
themselves and how they promoted identity in their work. Specifically, Janis noted that the
artists Macklemore and Ryan Lewis as both individuals and performers lauded difference as an
asset. Because of this philosophy embodied by the artists, she made this a song that she reflected
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on in the context of her inclusive leadership. Of the two artists she said, “They are so
appreciative of differences and inclusion and fighting for people and their rights.”
Tori also expressed the importance of identity in her reflections on two songs. She spoke
of a desire to create a world where everyone is free to express themselves in accordance with
their own identities. First, Tori said the song “Freedom” (Lomax et al., 2016), performed by the
artists Beyoncé and Kendrick Lamar, referred to a world where everyone is valued and respected
– “cut me loose” (Lomax et al., 2016). As a woman who identified as LGBTQ, Tori said this
was particularly important to her. The song made her think, “I love the idea of I’m free to bring
all of my assets while I’m on the planet. How do I add to that freedom for other people, where
have I been made not to feel free?” Second, Tori raised the importance of identity in her
reflections on “Immigrants” (Warsame et al., 2016) co-written by Lin Manuel Miranda. Of
Miranda, she said she had tremendous respect for him as an artist because he dared to cast artists
from multiple identities, perspective, experiences, and backgrounds in his work. To her, this was
evidence of how Miranda sees identity as multi-faceted and important in his work, which is also
fundamental to inclusive leadership. Tori said, “He [Miranda] is that kind of generous artist.”
Olivia also talked about the importance identity holds for her as an inclusive leader in her
reflection on two songs. First, with regard to “The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill” (Hill, 1998),
Olivia she said she identified as Puerto Rican. This shared identity with many of the young
people of color with whom she worked helped her to build relationships and become a successful
leader. “For some of them I’m close to their age and look like them. I think that just speaks to
them.” Second, Olivia also chose a Miranda song to reflect on. Olivia said she chose the song
“My Shot” (Collins et al., 2015) for a variety of reasons. One, she said the performer LinManuel Miranda shared her Puerto Rican identity, which she described as important to her as an
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inclusive leader. Two, Miranda’s performance of “My Shot” (Collins et al., 2015) prompted
Olivia to share her interpretation of the song in the context of her own leadership: “You have
this opportunity; you’re going forward and you’re just going to try your hardest as you move
forward.” This forward movement in the context of her Puerto Rican identity was fundamental
to how she led, she said. Finally, similar to Tori’s reflections on a different Miranda song, Olivia
also noted that Miranda famously cast other artists of color in roles that would previously have
been dominated by white people. Olivia expressed how important it was for her to experience
this. She said when she first saw the play Hamilton (Miranda, 2016), she recalled thinking,
“Wow, these people look like me. I think it was really powerful.” The experience reminded her
of the time when she heard a tutor she was supervising her say, “Wow, I wasn’t expecting you to
be my coach.” Olivia said, “It was kind of the same thing that I think I experienced in the play –
that I wasn’t expecting to see myself.”
The power of values and personal experiences.
Leaders who embody pro-diversity beliefs are more likely to engage in inclusive leader
practices. Such beliefs stem from previous experiences, including exposure to other cultures and
personality attributes (Randel et al., 2018). Chin (2010) noted that inclusive leaders examine
their experiences, especially their cultural experiences, which shape how they lead. Ng and
Sears (2012) discussed the importance of “appeal[ing] to the social values of leaders when
communicating the benefits of adopting diversity management practices” (p. 49).
In this study, participants shared that their lived experiences, combined with their values,
also influenced in very powerful ways how they practice inclusive leadership in their
organizations. Those experiences and values drove how they both lived and led. For Laura, for
example, in the context of her reflection on the song “Unwritten” (Bedingfield, 2004), the lyrics
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“Live your life with your arms wide open” represented how she approached both her work and
her life.
For Meredith, Billy Porter’s version of “For What It’s Worth” (Stills, 1966) reminded her
to be fearless in both her work and in her personal life. The song, for her, exemplified her
approach to her work and her daily life. In addition, in Meredith’s reflection on “The Eye”
(Carlisle et al., 2015), she said, “I don’t separate who I am as a person and what shapes me as a
person from how I lead.”
In her reflections on inclusive leadership, Pamela had a deeply personal experience in
relation to the song “La Femme Fetal” (Butler, 1993). She had an abortion several years ago and
that was a moment of significance in her life. Of this experience, Pamela said, “So many people
have abortions and for some people … they move on from it, and for other people it sticks with
them. For me, it stuck with me since then. I think that’s also why this song is significant to me
because it’s such a beautiful story about love and support.” This sentiment was analogous to the
work of Miller and Katz (2007), who discuss the importance of stakeholders experiencing and
supportive energy and commitment as fundamental to inclusive leadership.
Janis also referenced how her personal beliefs and values influenced how she led. As she
reflected on the song “Even If” (Garcia et al., 2017) she talked about how in the context of the
nation’s political climate, it was easy to get down and despondent. The song, she said, reminded
her of the importance of faith in guiding how she lived and led: “… you have to have faith that
you can move ahead, whatever your spiritual or religious background might be.”
Tori referred to the song “There is so Much More” (Dennen, 2006) as both personally
and professionally significant because it offered grounding and a reality check for her both
personally and professionally. Tori described “There is so Much More” (Dennen, 2006) as a
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post-9/11 story, which was for her a defining moment in her career as a seeker of justice. “So, I
really resonated with remembering exactly where I was and then what that changed for me – sort
of in my trajectory.” In addition, as she reflected on “Freedom” (Lomax et al., 2016), Tori
related the way she experienced the song to her experiences as an LGBTQ+ woman and as a
leader and a professional. She characterized the song as both a call to action, as well as a source
of energy for her, especially as a leader and professional.
Olivia reflected on several personal experiences and life events that influenced the ways
in which she leads inclusively. She shared deeply about the death of her brother because, she
said, the song “Letter to the Free” (Lynn et al., 2016) spoke to the kind of leader she is. The
song, “Ties to some of my leadership style. Learning more about the individual who did this to
him, just learning that that person was another statistic of the system – another Black man that
has his whole life taken away. To me it's like this song on here is just … it speaks to that.”
The influence of family.
The literature specific to inclusive leadership and inclusive women leaders did not
address family as an influential force; however, this study’s participants all referenced family in
some way during interviews. The literature on women leaders in general acknowledges the
challenge for women who are wanting to lead successfully in organizations and balance the
demands of family. Cheung and Halpern (2010) conducted a study on women leaders in
organizations who also had significant family responsibilities. Their study revealed “These
women considered themselves to be experts in multitasking. Because they each lived one life
rather than two separate lives at work and at home, they created links between family and work,
although they kept their role identities distinct” (p. 185).
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Participants in this study all referenced the influence of family in their leadership journey.
Laura, for instance, shared how well her children know who she is and her style. She shared that
they teased her about her choice of the song “Unwritten” (Bedingfield, 2004), stating that it is
her theme song. And in her reflection on “What’s Going On?” (Gaye et al., 1971), Laura talked
about her three sons who have a lot of privilege and about trying to help them dig deep in order
to have meaningful conversations about their privilege. Meredith shared that it was a
conversation with her daughter about the song “The Eye” (Carlisle et al., 2015) and its meaning
that inspired her to add it to her list for her reflections. Pamela referenced her experience of
learning about the hip-hop music genre from her older siblings and how that influenced the
composition of her list of songs. Janis referred to her two daughters who struggled with mental
health issues in her reflection on “Not Afraid” (Burnett et al., 2010). The song, she said, brought
to mind “that aspect of strength that you need to kind of push through would tie to what we had
to navigate through with both of the girls.” Tori also referenced family in her reflections,
particularly on the song “Naeem” (Cook et al., 2019). The song made her recall her upbringing
with a sister, where parental expectations were equitable. Her upbringing inspired her to want to
do good work, which she would share with her grandmother even when she had advanced
Alzheimer’s. “I think about just the lineage that I’m part of – period.”
While all participants referenced the importance of family, Olivia reflected on this theme
very deeply in two of the songs that she chose. First, she referenced a familial influence in her
choice of the song “Serena” (Campbell et al., 2019). She first listened to the song because it is
her daughter’s name. Olivia and her partner chose that name because the song is about the tennis
player Serena Williams. “[We] see her [Williams] as just a strong Black female, a strong athlete,
somebody who we would want our daughter to really look up to and admire….”
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Second, Olivia talked at length about the death of her older brother in her reflection on
“Letter to the Free” (Lynn et al., 2016) by the artist Common. Olivia’s brother struggled with
substance abuse and homelessness, and ultimately ended up in the prison system. There were
times when she was not able to speak with him because she could not locate him. “Letter to the
Free” (Lynn et al., 2016) reminded her that her brother “was basically living in this new Jim
Crow of the times that he had been stopped and searched … of police harassing him.” After her
brother died, her family received a binder full of letters from individuals he had been
incarcerated with. The letters referenced the positive impact her brother had on them, how they
looked up to him, and how he supported them. She described her brother as a servant leader who
never got the recognition that he deserved. With this in mind, Olivia described “Letter to the
Free” (Lynn et al., 2016) as an important reminder to continue her work to dismantle systemic
racism.
Leading with authenticity.
Participants shared the importance of being self-aware, transparent, and authentic in their
inclusive leadership styles. This is consistent with Korn Ferry’s Five Essential Disciplines
(Tapia, 2019). Randel et al., (2018), however, drew a distinction between inclusive leadership
and authentic leadership. Inclusive leadership was referred to as a collection of behaviors that
leverage belongingness and uniqueness to achieve optimal outcomes (Randel et al., 2018).
Authentic leadership was defined by Walumbwa et al., (2008) as “Behavior that draws upon and
promotes both positive psychological capacities and a positive ethical climate, to foster greater
self-awareness, an internalized moral perspective, balanced processing of information, and
relational transparency on the part of leaders working with followers, fostering selfdevelopment” (p. 91). In his work on leadership, Northouse (2016) included Eagly’s (2005)
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definition of authentic leadership, which says authentic leadership is created together by both
leaders and followers. And Nembhard and Edmondson (2006) argued that inclusive leaders
model openness and promote their own accessibility in interactions with their followers.
Participants, in their reflections, raised the concept of authenticity to explain how they
practice inclusive leadership. Laura, for instance, brought up self-awareness and authenticity in
her reflections on two of the songs she chose. First, in her reflection on “What’s Going On”
(Gaye et al., 1971), Laura said it was a priority for her to create space where employees feel safe
having conversations about challenging issues and can show up authentically in the workplace.
Second, in her reflection on Lean on Me (Withers, 1972), Laura said she often thought about the
need to “provide that space for people to just share where they’re at in their lives,” thereby
creating a work environment where people can be who they are – authentically.
In her reflections on two of her song choices, Meredith referenced the importance of
openness and authenticity both for herself as an inclusive leader and for those she led. In her
thoughts about “Brave” (Bareilles, 2013), Meredith shared that the song resonated with her
because it was about what she does every day – “talking about visibility and being open and
authentic.” Furthermore, Meredith reflected on the notion of being authentic in her work when
she thought about the song “Not Ready to Make Nice” (Maguire et al., 2006). The song
connected her “to being able to live honestly and openly, not pretending to be someone I’m not –
I’m not going to be pushed back into a closet.”
Pamela, too, referenced the importance of being authentic in how she led others in two of
the songs she chose to reflect upon. First, in her reflection on the song “Soy Yo (It’s Me)”
(Mejia, 2015), Pamela said, “The whole song is about being yourself and I love it.”
Furthermore, she said “Soy Yo” (Mejia, 2015) made her think, “I just have to relax and
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remember that I’m just a human being and it is what it is and I’d rather be happy being my
dorky, nerdy self than trying to be something I’m not.” She equated the notion of being
comfortable in her own skin to transparency, which is important to how she leads. “Being as
transparent as I can is something I strive for,” she said of her leadership. Second, in her
reflection on “Tomboy” (Nokia, 2017), Pamela talked about the importance of leading in such a
way that people she worked with felt comfortable being themselves. Specifically, she said, “I try
to create as much space for that as possible.”
Janis also expressed the significance of authenticity in her reflections on inclusive
leadership. The song “Not Afraid” (Burnett et al., 2010) was about having a strong sense of
security with and within oneself when she was leading inclusively. She said, “… this strength,
this backbone, that kind of prepared me to – like whatever I’m going to come across I can handle
it.”
Tori also referred to the importance of authenticity in her reflections on two songs. For
example, the song “Naeem” (Cook et al., 2019) by the band Bon Iver prompted Tori to reference
the importance of authenticity in her approach to inclusive leadership. She said many songs
convey the idea of love, but often do so benignly or at a surface level. “Naeem” (Cook et al.,
2019) conveys love more authentically, Tori said. The song made her think about the
importance of loving people for who they are; as such, the song “feels whole to me in a different
way. Rather than tolerate or love me despite [who I am], what if you love me because that was
true?” Second, the lyrics in the song “Freedom” (Lomax et al., 2016), for Tori, were about
breaking chains, cutting loose, and being bullet-proof. Tori called it a “very hopeful call to
action” as it raised thoughts about what the world would be like if everyone could be their
authentic self. Tori stated that the song speaks to “getting rid of the constraints that were put on
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us as female leaders to make us small and hold us back.” Furthermore, Tori asked, “What if we
got to bring what I call our full thunder, what would that do to the world?”
Olivia also reflected on the theme of authenticity and being true to oneself during her
reflections on two of the songs she chose. First, Olivia said she chose the song The
“Miseducation of Lauryn Hill” (Hill, 1998) in part because the artist talked about being in charge
of and defining her own destiny. Olivia said in her reflection “I feel like there are so many
expectations of where I’m supposed to be, given that I show up in a room as a Brown, younglooking woman.” In addition, she said, “When she [Lauryn Hill] talks about ‘deep in her heart,
the answer was in me,’ I feel like that’s just kind of speaking to the point that she has it in herself
to really push back and define her own destiny.” Olivia added, “I still have to remember inside,
in my heart, who I am and just keep pushing down barriers.”
Olivia further referenced the importance of authenticity as an inclusive leader in her
reflection on “Letter to the Free” (Lynn et al., 2016) performed by the artist Common. Both the
song and her experience with her brother’s death impacted how she chose to lead. She
connected her experience with her brother’s life and death in the context of the song because
sharing her story lent an authenticity to her leadership. She described being there for people who
lost loved ones, including going to court with a colleague who lost a family member in a way
similar to how Olivia lost her brother. She told her supervisor, “‘this is part of our work.’ That’s
the mindset that I don’t think a lot of other people have in my organization because they haven’t
had to experience that.” This power of her personal experiences, how she assigned meaning to
them, and her willingness to share them from her heart – authentically – contributed to Olivia’s
effectiveness as an inclusive leader.
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Support and servant leadership.
Participant reflections on inclusive leadership also overlapped with servant leader
approaches. This was evident in the themes that emerged from participants’ reflections on songs
around the importance of support for and serving those they led. Servant leadership, according
to Erhart (2004, p. 63) and Greenleaf (1977, p. 19), deemphasizes the self-interests of the
individual in the leader role and instead is focused on the moral responsibility of the individual to
create success for the organization, members, and other stakeholders, such as customers and the
community. According to Northouse (2016), servant leadership emphasizes the importance of
leaders being attentive to the needs of their followers, “empathize with them, and nurture them.
Servant leaders put followers first, empower them, and help them develop their full personal
capacities” (p. 225). Wood (2003) emphasized that characteristics often dismissed as feminine –
supportiveness, attentiveness, and collaboration – even though these characteristics enhance
morale and productivity in the workplace.
Servant leadership emerged from Laura’s reflections on “What’s Going On?” (Gaye et
al., 1971), in particular around the idea of being a deep and active listener. For Laura, reflecting
on “What’s Going On?” (Gaye et al., 1971), telling people “come talk to me and tell me what
your perspective is – I’m listening” was critical to her as an inclusive leader. It’s important, she
said, “to have that workspace where people can make requests of each other.”
Meredith reflected upon support in her inclusive leadership approach as well. For
Meredith, it is about knowing how and when to use one’s voice and encouraging people she
leads to use their voices as well. The song “Brave” (Bareilles, 2013), made Meredith recall that
women leaders may be challenged to find their voices at times and how important it is to use
one’s voice to be an effective inclusive leader. She told herself and others, “I’m meant to be

247
brave,” she said. And in her role as a leader, “It’s still important to be reminded to speak up, that
my ideas matter, that my voice matters.”
Pamela also referenced concepts related to servant leadership in her reflections on two of
the songs she chose. In her reflections on the song “La Femme Fetal” (Butler, 1993), Pamela
spoke about the song’s overarching theme of love and support. As she reflected on the song,
Pamela shared her decision earlier in her life to have an abortion. The song, she said, reminded
her of the importance of offering love and support to anyone who is faced with a difficult
decision. She said, “I think that’s also why this song is significant to me because it’s such a
beautiful story about love and support.” Of the song “La Femme Fetal” (Butler, 1993), Pamela
said that for her, “… it’s about supporting friends in making a really hard decision.”
Furthermore, Pamela introduced the element of being non-judgmental in her reflection in
addition to support. She said, “… not having judgments and asking for the support you need
from the people in your life and giving it to them. It can be hard and scary to do, but that’s what
we all need.”
Related to supporting others, Pamela reflected on the need for an inclusive leader to show
appreciation for the people they lead. In thinking about “Tomboy” (Nokia, 2017) Pamela said
the song reminded her of her first job teaching sexual health education in Spanish at a charter
school that was predominantly Latino. She said, “I have a lot of appreciation and gratitude for
the young people that I worked with there, and what they taught me and what the school and
community there taught me.”
Janis also referenced the idea of servant leadership in the form of support and trust in her
reflections on three of the songs she chose. In the context of “Can’t Hold Us” (Haggerty et al.,
2011), she spoke of a successful global team in her organization that was working on the
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COVID-19 pandemic. As to the team’s success, Janis said, “There’s so much trust. This will be
my legacy – this will be my team.” She also referenced the importance of support as an
inclusive leader in her reflections on “Even If” (Garcia et al., 2017). In the context of talking
about her faith and spirituality, she said for her, it is about being a supportive force for those she
leads. “I do view … religion and … faith as a silent force behind you that supports you” as she
leads in the face of challenges. The song “You Need to Calm Down” (Swift & Little, 2019) also
reminded Janis of the need to be a source of support for others. There is a line in the song that
reads, “Like can you just not step on my gown” (Swift & Little, 2019). Janis said, “The whole
concept of don’t step on my gown – like don’t bring other people down, whether it’s my gown,
his gown, our gown.”
For Tori, as well, the idea of serving and supporting emerged in her reflections on all four
of the songs that she chose. First, of the song “There is so Much More” (Dennen, 2006), Tori
said the lyrics reminded her to consider the needs of others in her work. “[The song] helps me
remember that not all of our limits are the same, which also influences my leadership by always
building a team.” Having a team in place, she said, ensured the support is there to actively work
and partner with others to find solutions to problems.
Second, Tori reflected on the importance of support in her discussion of the song
“Freedom” (Lomax et al., 2016). The song, she said, reminded her about “wanting to take care
of my people – whether that’s my chosen family or my family or my team or my colleagues, and
I think that is leadership claiming a beautiful enough vision.” Tori revealed that she used her
leadership style to achieve inclusivity by inspiring and supporting rather than directing.
“Freedom” (Lomas et al., 2016) showed Tori that there are times when as a leader, she should
play a directing role and there are other times when she should play the role of “back-up dancer.”
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As a leader, she said, she continued to “strip away that which other folks have told us are limits
that have never felt true to us and now we’re grown enough to say ‘I’m not going to follow those
rules, I don’t care that you’ve set those for me.’”
Reflecting on the song “Naeem” (Cook et al., 2019) made Tori think about support as
kindness, which she described as fundamental to her leadership approach. She said the song
provoked a very strong reaction in her. She said, “So, there’s just this thing for me that’s just
visceral and so when I see more love, I’m like yeah, the other way is just no good.” Finally, the
song “Immigrants” (Warsame et al., 2016) brought up the importance of kindness and loving in
Tori’s leadership as she reflected on the immigrant experience over centuries. She shared that
through her work, including time at an immigrant-serving organization, she discovered the
indignity of the immigrant experience. The song repeated the line “we get the job done,” which
made her think about the importance of leading with kindness and from a place of ensuring that
all are treated with dignity and respect. In her experience, she said, immigrants were excited to
be part of this country, yet they were often vilified. “I think [the song] is fascinating and I think
it flies in the face of how people dare to talk about immigrants from whichever country they
decided are shitholes.”
Before beginning her reflections on her song choices, Olivia described herself as a
servant leader. Specifically, Olivia said:
Leadership, I think of as from the point of service, really. For me, I don’t see myself as a
leader just to be at the top, but I see myself as a leader knowing that I’m serving whatever
community that I’m working with and … yeah, keeping at center whoever it is that
you’re providing support to. So, to me, service comes back to that center.

She further referenced the importance of serving and offering support as a leader in her
reflections on “The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill” (Hill, 1998). As she talked about the song, she
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reiterated her approach to work was as a coach and mentor. Of the tutors she had worked with in
the past, Olivia said she helped them understand that they, too, can successfully navigate system
barriers in the education system and define their own destiny. “I serve,” she said, “as their
support in whatever ways that I can.”
During Olivia’s reflection on “My Shot” (Collins et al., 2015), she shared how it took two
years of self-advocacy to finally get the title of Vice President of Equity and Inclusion in her
organization, even though she led that work from a vice president level all along. While this
experience was very frustrating for her, she said she did not let it weigh her down. Instead, she
used the experience as an opportunity to develop her skill in serving, supporting, and mentoring,
building it into her leadership approach. “Now, when I supervise people or mentor people, I’m
like telling them ‘tell your supervisor to change your job description to match what you’re doing
or what you can be doing, and then you find the job title that fits.’”
Furthermore, Olivia said the song “My Shot” (Collins et al., 2015) brought to mind the
importance of serving others through her inclusive approach to leadership. This song, as well as
others she chose to reflect upon:
Speak to, again, that servant leadership style that I have of working with the community,
not for the community, and being fully immersed in the community. And then knowing
how I supervise people and mentor people based on some of the challenges I’ve had and
not making assumptions on what they need or what they can and can’t do – instead just
listening to their story and hearing their journey and where they want to go, I think, has
been just something that’s really important for me as I move forward.

Stand for something, stand for justice.
As inclusive leaders, the idea of building a sense of unity and commitment to the greater
good arose from references to participants’ willingness to take a stand or position on issues of
importance, particularly as they relate to equity and justice. Embedded within the definition of
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servant leadership is the notion of building a community of followers “who have shared interests
and pursuits and feel a sense of unity and relatedness” (Northouse, 2016, p. 229). The building
of a community “allows followers to identify with something greater than themselves that they
value” (Northouse, 2016, p. 229). Eagly and Carli (2004) asserted that women leaders are
expected to be both communal and agentic. Being agentic correlates with confidence and
assertiveness – taking a stand. In her work on leadership, Chin (2010) critiques leadership
models for excluding or having little to say with respect to the importance of diversity, equity,
and social justice.
This willingness to take a stand on difficult issues emerged as a theme for participants.
For Laura, this meant taking a public and visible stance on the importance of equity in her
organization and the partnering organizations with which she works. The song “What’s Going
On?” (Gaye et al., 1971) had deep meaning for her personally. She said, “I think [the song]
grounds me in equity work and there are many ways to come at it, but the bottom line is that we
just need to continue to conquer hate and educate.” Laura added that in practicing inclusive
leadership, it is also critical to acknowledge our past. “We cannot have a better future if we do
not acknowledge [it]. I think being a leader of the organization whose mission is to bring
together people to promote a global society, global thinking society, we have to understand the
history, to continue to educate.”
In reflecting upon three of her songs, Meredith talked about the importance of standing
up to injustice. For example, in her reflection on “For What It’s Worth” (Stills, 1966), Meredith
said the song was about doing what is right. Specifically, “What are we going to stand for, what
kind of world are we going to live in? So, as a woman, as a lesbian, as someone who cares
deeply about racial justice … this song very much speaks to that part of me.” “The Eye”
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(Carlisle et al., 2015) also connected Meredith to her work as “an activist, as a change agent or
change maker.” Similarly, this theme around taking a stand is one reason Meredith chose to
reflect on “Not Ready to Make Nice” (Maguire et al., 2006) by The Chicks. Meredith said of the
song, “I’m not ready to back down, every day I’m going to bring my fierceness to work, you’re
not going to scare me into being quiet.”
As a metaphor for taking a stand, Pamela referenced the importance of “taking control of
the road” in her reflection on “Bad Girls” (Araica et al., 2013) by the artist MIA, which featured
women driving cars in the accompanying video. This idea also arose in Pamela’s reflection on
“Yo Perreo Sola” (Cruz et al., 2020) as she spoke about the importance of giving people space to
“dance alone.” She said, “… I think especially as a person in a leadership role within a sex ed
field, promoting acceptance and inclusivity is really important.”
For Janis, her reflections on three of her song choices brought up the idea of standing for
something. Specifically, in her reflection on “Not Afraid” (Burnett et al., 2010), she said the
song made her think about the importance of stepping up when it comes to diversity, equity,
inclusion. “This thing to step out, maybe that’s a little bit of a theme in a couple of these
[songs], of saying ‘I’m going to step into this, even when it’s difficult,’ was part of it for me.”
Furthermore, in the context of “Not Afraid” (Burnett et al., 2010), Janis said the song evoked
confidence: “I’m willing to speak my mind, I’m willing to push into difficult things. I’m not
timid.” In relation to the song, she noted that as part of her professional journey, she developed a
type of fearlessness, which helped her to reconcile that her identity was not exclusively tied to
her job and career. The title of another song that Janis reflected on speaks for itself: “Stand Up
for Something” (Common & Warren, 2017). “This idea of you need to ally, you need to stand
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up – you need to stand up for something. We cannot be the passive non-racist or the passive
‘well, I have no problem with this or that.’”
A former community organizer, Tori also talked in her reflections of the importance of
taking a stand. She characterized the song “Freedom” (Lomax et al., 2016) as a call to action
and shared how she experienced the song in relation to how she experienced the world as an
LGBTQ woman. She said that for her, the song “… feels like a call in, not a call out, and it’s an
invitation that freedom should be accessible to all of us.” Tori went on to talk about how
“Freedom” (Lomax et al., 2016) reminded her of the importance to break down barriers and use
her position to change the world for the better, especially for people with marginalized identities.
The video accompanying the song “Freedom” (Lomax et al., 2016) was equally powerful, Tori
said, showing several people dancing on the stage at the same time. As she reflected on this, she
said inclusive leadership is about more than the individual; it is also about community-level
change. “What if we all screamed together at the same time?” she asked.
In several of her songs, Olivia reflected on the importance of standing up for something.
In her reflection on “The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill” (Hill, 1998), Olivia talked about the
importance of the artist, a Black woman, performing her work. She recounted the time that she
saw Hill play live at a local concert venue. Seeing her identity as a woman of color reflected
back to her by Hill’s performance was fundamental. Of Lauryn Hill, Olivia said, “I see her as a
feminist, someone who really … stands up for women and stands up for just some of the
inequities, especially as a Black woman, that she maybe experienced herself and that other
women can relate to.”
The song “Letter to the Free” (Lynn et al., 2016) also brought to mind for Olivia the
importance of taking a stand. Lyrics such as “The new Jim Crow, they stop, search, and arrest
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our souls” and “the caged bird sings for freedom to bring Black bodies being lost in the
American dream” reinforced this desire. She said she wanted to find hope in the words Common
shared in the song, but she worried about the status quo being maintained in the wake of the
murder of George Floyd and the shooting of Jacob Blake by police in Kenosha, Wisconsin.
Olivia said, “These changes, are they authentic changes that people will really make because
they really understand some of the racist practices and ideologies that exist in society that people
have been participating in? I want to feel like we’re moving forward, but I don’t know what’s
going to happen.”
Olivia also referenced the importance of taking a stand in her reflections on “My Shot”
(Collins et al., 2015). In the song, the character Hamilton sang these words: “I got a lot of
brains and no polish” and “I’ve got to holler to be heard” (Collins et al., 2015). She asked, “How
many times have I had to say something over and over for somebody to hear me?” This was
important to Olivia, she said, because it reminded her “to speak her truth.” Olivia reflected
further on the lyrics in the song, which stated, “”The plan is fan the spark into a flame” (Collins
et al., 2015). This, too, reminded her of the importance of standing up and seizing opportunities
related to justice as they arise. The lyrics, she said reflected her desire to “really pick up and
take off with the work that I do [in equity and inclusion] because I’m just so passionate about it.”
Her story about advocating for the title of Vice President bolstered her reflection.
Thinking differently and creatively.
Participants referenced the importance of questioning and being open to doing things
differently. The literature on inclusive leadership supported this idea. Randel et al., (2018)
referenced the importance of thinking differently in their work, asserting that “cognitive
complexity” (p. 197) increases the likelihood that individuals will engage in inclusive leader
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behaviors. Woods (2002) recommended that organizations think differently about how
opportunities are created, how decisions are made, how communication occurs, and how
interactions take place in order to fully leverage the potential of a diverse workforce.
In her reflection on “Unwritten” (Bedingfield, 2004), Laura said she was reminded of the
importance of encouraging herself and others to think differently. “One of my taglines,” she
said, “is ‘Why not? Tell me why I can’t do what I want to do?’” Meredith spoke of thinking
differently in her reflections on the song “The Eye” (Carlisle et al., 2015). “You will have
messes and you just have to not let all of that stuff literally knock you over,” she said. “You
have to have a little Teflon when you need to, adapt and be flexible when you need to, and know
that you’re going to get on the other side of this.” For Janis, a song she reflected on prompted
her to ask a similar question. As she reflected on “Can’t Hold Us” (Haggerty et al., 2011), she
said, “I think about this [song] and it makes me think of how I approach leadership – like ‘why
can’t we do this? Let’s go, let’s get after this.”
For Tori, the song “Naeem” (Cook et al., 2019) by the band Bon Iver resonated with her
leadership style. She described the way the band performed as unconventional and innovative,
just as she believes leadership ought to be. Just as she does in her work, the band also has a
“desire to just make music in a new way – like I love that they use two drum sets. Why have
one? Who decided which instruments go in a band?” Tori also referenced the importance of
new ideas in her reflections on “Freedom” (Lomax et al., 2016). The song brought to mind for
her the importance of breaking out of old habits, taking an innovative approach, and being
mindful of always acting and reacting in the same ways. She said, “I think as I try to lead in
innovative ways now, I’m often asking myself the question, ‘What don’t I see? There must be
something I’m not seeing.’”
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For Olivia, thinking differently about inclusive leadership came in the form of creating
discomfort in the workplace in order to spark learning. In her reflection on the song “Serena”
(Campbell et al., 2019), she talked about an initiative she started whereby every department was
required to have a goal related to diversity, equity, and inclusion. She said, “I challenged people
and they were really uncomfortable with it. But now, we’re doing things where we’re like
changing some of the policies and procedures.” Furthermore, Olivia is asking members of her
organization questions such as “how are you training people, how are you marketing your
program from an equity lens, how are you evaluating your program from an equity lens?”
Practicing humility.
The literature on inclusive leadership referenced the importance of practicing humility by
leaders. Nielsen et al., (2010) defined leader humility as the ability to recognize that not all
relationships center on them. In their work, Randel et al., (2018) noted that people who possess
a sense of humility are more likely to engage in inclusive leader practices. Participants also
expressed the importance of role modeling inclusive behavior vis-à-vis demonstrating humility
when they led others. Laura said in her reflection on “Unwritten” (Bedingfield, 2004) that by
demonstrating that you lead “with humility and integrity, you can change [the] narrative.”
Further, practicing humility by embracing ambiguity and recognizing that you do not have all the
answers was also important to Laura as an inclusive leader. “Unwritten” (Bedingfield, 2004)
Laura said, reminded her that sometimes, leaders simply have to “just step back and pause and
think.” Further, in her reflection on “Lean on Me” (Withers, 1972), Laura shared, “I operate in
that unknown space a lot.”
Meredith also referenced the importance of humility in her reflections on two songs. As
we discussed “Higher Ground” (Wonder, 1973), Meredith said, “I’m not perfect at what I do.”
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In addition, “The Eye” (Carlisle et al., 2015) prompted Meredith to share how important it is as
an inclusive leader to stay grounded. “If you can find a way to stay centered and grounded, even
when things are swirling around you out of control, that you can find that place of joy or
whatever it might be.”
In her reflection on “La Femme Fetal” (Butler, 1993), Pamela said practicing humility
helped her build relationships. The song reminded her to “check herself” as an inclusive leader
when she thinks about her interactions with communities of color. “I don’t want to speak on
behalf of communities [of color}, I don’t want to pretend like I know. I just have to humble
myself … being able to be vulnerable and humble is so much stronger and more human than
pretending like you know everything and you have all the power is gross and inaccurate and not
being a good leader.”
Janis also discussed the importance of practicing humility as an inclusive leader. She
referenced the lyrics in the song “Even If” (Garcia et al., 2017) that say “It’s so easy to sing
when there’s nothing to bring me down.” The challenge, she said, comes when one is called
upon to lead during difficult times. It is critical to practice humility under such circumstances.
In addition, the song reminded Janis of the importance of role-modeling the ability to ask for
help when you need. “Even If” (Garcia et al., 2017) reminded her to never be afraid to ask for
help and to role model that asking for help from someone is not a weakness. “I operate on a
position of strength,” she said, “but there’s times when you need other people, or you need other
support.”
Tori, too, referenced the notion of humility in her reflections on two of her chosen songs.
First, in discussing the song “Slumber” (Rinehart & Rinehart, 2011), Tori said, “This is forever
work,” and went on to say that there were still times when even as an experienced inclusive
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leader, she still experienced shame or embarrassment when she did not notice something
alienating occurring in a room. “I think for me,” she said, “[Slumber (Rinehart & Rinehart,
2011)] is also about remembering that we got lulled to sleep.” Second, humility came up in
Tori’s reflection on the song “Immigrants” (Warsame et al., 2016). The messages in the song
about hard work and “we get the job done” (Warsame et al., 2016), combined with Tori’s own
experiences early in her career with financial instability, influenced her intention to lead with
humility. She said, “I used to be a cashier at Wal-Mart. Now, I work a job where I get to think
of that as part of my identity and so many people just get talked to like they wouldn’t be capable
of more and that’s insane to me.”
Humanity.
In their work examining servant leadership, Gotsis and Grimani (2016) referred to
humanity and humane practices in the context of servant leadership and inclusivity. They
proposed that “humane practices promoted by servant leaders are expected to help followers feel
understood, valued and appreciated in a way that unleashes their innate potential and facilitates
their self-actualization, thus satisfying their need for uniqueness” (Gotsis & Grimani, 2016, p.
995). The word “humanity” emerged frequently – albeit not in all six – participants’ reflections
on their inclusive leadership approach.
In her reflection on “The Eye” (Carlisle et al., 2015), Meredith called the song a
metaphorical reminder of her humanity and its accompanying imperfections. Pamela also
referenced humanity and the human condition in her reflections on two songs. Of “La Femme
Fetal” (Butler, 1993), Pamela said, “I just try to be human first. So I think coming at it
[leadership] from a human place is important to me and I think that’s part of the song, too.”
Pamela also referenced humanity in her reflection on the song “Soy Yo” (Mejia, 2015). She said
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she strived to bring a sense of humanity to the ways in which she leads others. To her, this
meant encouraging others “… to like yourself, to love yourself – mistakes, flaws, dorkiness,
corniness, chubbiness, gender expression – whatever. The more you love yourself and all your
imperfections, the better.” The idea that “we’re all human” emerged in Janis’ reflection on
“Even If” (Garcia et al., 2017). Janis said she chose the song because of the way it makes her
feel: “It just evokes emotion. It just kind of connects with my emotions because I can operate
pretty easily without checking in with my emotions.”
Giving voice.
The idea of giving and finding voice emerged in some literature on inclusive leadership.
Katz and Miller (2011) in their work noted the importance of listening and understanding and
communicating clearly and honestly as types of behavior that foster inclusion. Although less
prominent, participant interviews also generated a theme around the idea of giving voice – to
themselves, as well as to others whom they lead. For Meredith, for example, as she reflected on
“Not Ready to Make Nice” (Maguire et al., 2016), she was reminded of the importance of
bringing her voice to the table at all times, even when negative self-talk may have told her to do
otherwise. The song reminded her to stay focused and “to take more risks as a leader, especially
when it comes to just voicing my ideas and my opinions as a leader.”
In addition, in her reflection on “Bad Girls” (Araica et al., 2013), Pamela referenced the
importance of giving voice in the context of building confidence, something important to her as
an inclusive leader. Through affirmation and positive reinforcement, Pamela said, “I like to
encourage people to be confident. I think it’s really easy for women, especially, to feel like they
have to ask for permission or to not feel confident and I like to play around with not doing that –
not asking for permission.” She said she encouraged the women she works with to practice the
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same approach in their work. Pamela brought this idea up again in her reflections on “Yo Perreo
Sola” (Cruz et al., 2020) stating metaphorically that she tries to give the women she leads
permission to dance alone, which to her meant “to blur the lines of the boxes that we all put
ourselves in and to try to just promote acceptance of ourselves and who we are.”
Olivia also brought up the importance of giving space to others’ voices or helping people
to find their own voices. In her reflection on the song “Serena” (Campbell et al., 2019), Olivia
chose the song because it reminded her of the challenges faced by tennis player Serena Williams,
who is Black. In addition, the artist performing the song, Rapsody, was a Black woman who was
overlooked for a Grammy award the year “Serena” (Campbell et al., 2019) was released. Olivia
said, “I feel like she probably doesn’t get as much recognition, which … you could probably say
that about a lot of Black and Brown women.” As an inclusive leader, she was reminded of the
challenges women of color often face with respect to access to opportunities and the importance
of helping them “navigate just some of the challenges that come up.”
Similarities and variations of themes
The findings indicated that there were many similarities between reflections of the six
participants. Despite these similarities it is imperative to avoid stereotyping or labeling these
women as a single group. Their individual experiences and particular voices remain integral to
this study.
While there were not significant differences per se, the themes generated by some
participants’ reflections were not the same as others. For example, three of the six participants
referenced the importance of helping people find their voice in their reflections while three did
not. This is not to say the concept of giving voice was not important to the three participants
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who did not reference it; rather, it suggests a variability, a uniqueness, and an individuality to
each of their experiences as they developed and practice as inclusive leaders.
Similarities in themes.
All participants chose to reflect upon anywhere from three to six songs that reflected their
development and practice as inclusive leaders by delving into the lyrics, the artists, and the
performances to unearth their stories. All six participants included a reference to inclusive
leadership as a life-long journey or development. Using metaphors such as a “journey,” “nonlinear,” and “a path,” they characterized their commitment to inclusive leadership as life-long.
Responses ranged from Laura’s reflection on “What’s Going On?” (Gaye et al., 1971) – “You’re
never done” – to Tori referring to the song “Immigrants” (Warsame et al., 2016) as “the reminder
that it’s not too late to learn a whole other thing that you don’t know anything about.”
Related to a life-long commitment, all six participants reflected in some way on the
importance of being able to learn from their mistakes as they grew and developed as inclusive
leaders, further noting that the process, at times, could be painful. Conversely, they also said that
learning from mistakes was an opportunity to grow. As Laura said, a good and inclusive leader
“Owns up to a mistake or wrong-doing.” Of “Brave” (Bareilles, 2013), Meredith said “I know
this song moves me in terms of a sense of acceptance, forgiveness; we’re all fallible.” Pamela
shared that the lyrics from the song “Soy Yo” (Mejia, 2015) which stated, “I fell, stop me, I
walked, I climb, I was against the current and I also got lost, I flopped, I lived and learned”
impacted her deeply when she thought about inclusive leadership. In her reflections on “Even
If” (Garcia et al., 2017), Janis spoke of how she grew personally and professionally in the
aftermath of a performance assessment during a time when she faced multiple personal crises.
Instead of feeling defeated, she learned the importance of sharing what was going on in her life
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with others. Of the song “Slumber” (Rinehart & Rinehart, 2011), Tori said, “I think I continue to
wrestle and rumble with fear, anger, and frustration at what I was taught versus what I wish I
knew to be a decent person in life in 2020.” Finally, in her reflection on “Serena”, (Campbell et
al., 2019) Olivia commented, “You have these blind spots and it’s not until you’re faced with or
you’ve experienced these different challenges that you then have a new perspective.”
Participants reflected on the importance of events occurring in the world as an influence
on their inclusive leadership style. All six referenced the recent murder of George Floyd, a
Black man, by Minneapolis police officers as they discussed the songs they chose that captured
their approaches to inclusive leadership. For Laura, of the song “What’s Going On”? (Gaye et
al., 1971) she said, “I’ve always loved the song. I didn’t really know what it meant until just
recently with the murder of George Floyd.” Pamela referenced Floyd’s murder in her choice of
the song “La Femme Fetal” (Butler, 1993), sharing that the song got her “… thinking about my
job and right now the kind of race wars that are going on in the country and thinking about the
health disparities in the Black community and … the reckoning that’s going on in the country.”
Janis talked about the importance of upholding marginalized communities in the wake of Floyd’s
death; it was the song “You Need to Calm Down” (Swift & Little, 2019) that made her think:
“There’s so much in our fabric that is not helping – or more than not helping, is harming
individuals.” Tori referenced the murder of George Floyd in relation to the song “Slumber”
(Rinehart & Rinehart, 2011), noting that lyrics such as “tongues are violent, hearts are stronger
after broken” (Rinehart & Rinehart, 2011) resonated with her as she thought about how she
leads. Olivia shared that “Letter to the Free” (Lynn et al., 2016) “Is just another song that is so
deep and resonates so much with everything that is going on with the killing of George Floyd
and all the police shootings.”
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All six participants also had similar, albeit nuanced, reflections on inclusive leadership as
a collective effort. “Unwritten” (Bedingfield, 2004), according to Laura, reminded her of her
message to employees – that “everyone has a part in achieving [our] goals.” “Higher Ground”
(Wonder, 1973) prompted Meredith to think about how she led, “I can think about it collectively
– like as a community, as a people.” Of the song “Bad Girls” (Araica et al., 2013), Pamela
shared, “I think that women have developed really amazing abilities to be collaborative and to
work well in partnerships in ways that people who were raised as males sometimes were not
taught.” Janis brought up the importance of working together in more than one song she
reflected on. Specifically,” Can’t Hold Us” (Haggerty et al., 2011) carried a message for her of
“‘We’re going to do this’ not ‘I’m going to do this.’ [The song] says we’ll hold hands and move
forward … and there’s this collective aspect to that …I don’t think an individual leader can get
much done [alone].” Tori said the song “There is so Much More” (Dennen, 2006) had “this
energy of participation,” prompting her to ask, “So what can we try [and] how can I help?”
Olivia referenced the importance of the collective in her work with stakeholders. In her
reflection on the song “Serena” (Campbell et al., 2019), Olivia said that bearing stakeholders in
mind was critical to how she approached inclusive leadership. “The approach that I take is
keeping whoever we are serving … at the center.”
All six participants chose songs that made them note the importance of identity in their
reflections. Some reflected on the importance of their own identity, while others talked about its
importance in the context of others whom they led. For Laura, it was her professional identity as
a social worker that came up for her as she reflected on “Lean on Me” (Withers, 1972). “It’s just
kind of in my DNA,” she said. Meredith connected the importance of working together to her
marginalized identity as a gay woman. About the song “For What it’s Worth” (Stills, 1966), she
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said, “I think as part of the LGBTQ or queer community, there is definitely a lot of intersection
with Black Lives Matter and the sort of racial justice movement and the LGBTQ community.”
As she reflected on “Tomboy” (Nokia, 2017), Pamela talked of the importance of identity; “I
think that I try to see the strengths in everybody … everybody has good and bad strengths and
weaknesses, and everybody deserves to feel good about who they are and those things should be
celebrated.” Janis praised the artists Macklemore and Ryan Lewis in her reflection on “Can’t
Hold Us” (Haggerty et al., 2011), noting that the artists promoted identity in their work. “They
are so appreciative of differences and inclusion and fighting for people and their rights.” Of the
song Freedom (Lomax et al., 2016), Tori said, “I love the idea of I’m free to bring all of my
assets while I’m on the planet. How do I add to that freedom for other people, where have I been
made not to feel free?” In her reflection on “The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill” (Hill, 1998),
Olivia raised the importance of identity in her work as a way to connect with others. For Olivia,
both her age and her racial identity as a Puerto Rican were viewed as an asset. Of the people she
worked with, Olivia said, “For some of them I’m close to their age and look like them. I think
that just speaks to them.”
All six participants also spoke of their lived experiences and their values as influencing
forces on their leadership approaches. For this study’s participants, personal experiences and
values drove how they both lived and led. Laura said the song “Unwritten” (Bedingfield, 2004),
which proclaims, “Live your life with your arms wide open,” represented how she approached
both her work and her life. In Meredith’s reflection on “The Eye” (Carlisle et al., 2015), she
said, “I don’t separate who I am as a person and what shapes me as a person from how I lead.”
Janis also referenced how her personal beliefs and values influence how she leads. As she
reflected on the song “Even If” (Garcia et al., 2017), she talked about how in the context of the
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nation’s political climate, it was easy to get down and despondent. The song, she said, reminded
her of the importance of faith: “… you have to have faith that you can move ahead, whatever
your spiritual or religious background might be.” Tori referenced her past work in community
organizing as inspirational in her inclusive leadership as she reflected on the song “Freedom”
(Lomax, et al., 2016). Tori said that the song inspired her to want to continue her inclusive work
in the spirit of her community-organizer past. In her reflections on “Letter to the Free” (Lynn et
al., 2016), Olivia shared deeply about the impact of her brother’s death both on her life and on
her leadership. Both the song and her experience with her brother’s death impacted how she
chose to lead, referring to her brother as a servant leader.
All participants also had similar, although nuanced, thoughts on family and the
importance thereof in their reflections on their inclusive leadership journey. In her reflection on
“What’s Going On” (Gaye et al., 1973) Laura brought up her three sons and how the song
reminded her of the importance of teaching them to be aware of their privilege. Similarly,
Meredith referenced a conversation with her daughter that prompted her to choose the song “The
Eye” (Carlisle et al., 2015) for her reflection, asking her what she thought it meant. Pamela said
her choice of several hip-hop songs was inspired by her older siblings, who taught her about the
musical genre. Janis referred to her two daughters who struggled with mental health issues in
her reflection on “Not Afraid” (Burnett et al., 2010). Tori also referenced family in her
reflections on the song “Naeem” (Cook et al., 2019), which made her recall her upbringing when
she was inspired to want to do good work. Finally, Olivia shared deeply about the death of her
brother in her reflection on “Letter to the Free” (Lynn et al., 2016) by the artist Common,
describing her brother as a servant leader.
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All participants discussed self-awareness, transparency, and authenticity in the context of
their inclusive leadership styles. As Laura reflected on “What’s Going On” (Gaye et al., 1971),
she described the importance of creating space where employees feel safe having conversations
about challenging issues and can show up authentically in the workplace. In her reflections on
“Brave” (Bareilles, 2013), Meredith said the song embodied what she does as a leader every day
– “talking about visibility and being open and authentic.” As Pamela reflected on inclusive
leadership in the context of the song “Soy Yo” (Mejia, 2015), she said, “The whole song is about
being yourself and I love it. I’d rather be happy being my dorky, nerdy self than trying to be
something I’m not.” Janis said the song “Not Afraid” (Burnett et al., 2010) was about having a
strong sense of security with and within oneself and to show up that way when leading
inclusively. For Tori, the song “Freedom” (Lomax et al., 2016) was a “very hopeful call to
action,” prompting her to ask, “What if we got to bring what I call our full thunder, what would
that do to the world?” In her reflections on “Letter to the Free” (Lynn et al., 2016) Olivia said
she shared her experience with her brother’s death because the story impacted how she led by
lending an authenticity to her approach. “This is part of our work. That’s the mindset that I
don’t think a lot of other people have in my organization because they haven’t had to experience
that.”
All participants also referenced the importance of support for and serving those they led.
From Laura’s perspective, “What’s Going On?” (Gaye et al., 1971) prompted her to characterize
her approach to leadership around the idea of deep and active listening. Encouraging people
around her to “come talk to me and tell me what your perspective is – I’m listening” was critical
to her as an inclusive leader. For Meredith, support and service to others was knowing how and
when to use one’s voice and encouraging people she leads to use their voices as well. As she
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reflected on the song “Brave” (Bareilles, 2013), Meredith said, “It’s still important to be
reminded to speak up, that my ideas matter, that my voice matters.” The song “La Femme Fetal”
(Butler, 1993) reminded Pamela that as an inclusive leader, it is important to be non-judgmental,
to ask for support when necessary, and to give support to others. She added, “It can be hard and
scary to do, but that’s what we all need.” For Janis, the song “You Need to Calm Down” (Swift
& Little, 2019) was about the importance of supporting others; “The whole concept of don’t step
on my gown – like don’t bring other people down, whether it’s my gown, his gown, our gown.”
For Tori, the song “Freedom” (Lomax et al., 2016) evoked thoughts around creating space and
support for others, using the metaphor of a “back-up dancer” to describe the importance of
knowing when to step back as a leader and support others. Lastly, Olivia described explicitly
her approach to leadership as servant leadership. During her reflections on the song “The
Miseducation of Lauryn Hill” (Hill, 1998), she spoke of the people she worked with: “I serve as
their support in whatever ways that I can.”
There were also similarities in the six participants’ reflections around a willingness to
take a stand or position on issues of importance, and to view their work through a justice lens.
During her reflections on the song “What’s Going On?” (Gaye, Benson & Cleveland, 1971),
Laura said, “I think [the song] grounds me in equity work and there are many ways to come at it,
but the bottom line is that we just need to continue to conquer hate and educate.” Meredith said
the song “For What It’s Worth” (Stills, 1966), prompted her to share, “”What are we going to
stand for, what kind of world are we going to live in? So, as a woman, as a lesbian, as someone
who cares deeply about racial justice … this song very much speaks to that part of me.” Pamela
referenced the importance of “taking control of the road” as a metaphor for taking a stand in her
reflection on “Bad Girls” (Araica et al., 2013). For Janis, the song “Not Afraid” (Burnett et al.,
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2010) made her think about the importance of stepping up when it comes to diversity, equity, and
inclusion. She said, “I’m willing to speak my mind, I’m willing to push into difficult things. I’m
not timid.” Tori said she viewed the song “Freedom” (Lomax et al., 2016) as a call to action,
especially in relation to how she experienced the world as an LGBTQ woman. For her, the song
“… feels like a call in, not a call out, and it’s an invitation that freedom should be accessible to
all of us.” Olivia, in her reflections on the song “My Shot” (Collins et al., 2015), said the lyrics,
“”The plan is fan the spark into a flame,” characterized her commitment to “really pick up and
take off with the work that I do [in equity and inclusion] because I’m just so passionate about it.”
An openness to thinking and leading differently was also referenced in some way by all
six participants. In her reflections on “Unwritten” (Bedingfield, 2004), Laura said she was
reminded of her motto: “Why not? Tell me why I can’t do what I want to do?” Meredith spoke
of thinking differently in her reflections on the song “The Eye” (Carlisle et al., 2015). “You will
have messes and you just have to not let all of that stuff literally knock you over,” she said.
“You have to have a little Teflon when you need to, adapt and be flexible when you need to, and
know that you’re going to get on the other side of this.” Pamela talked about the importance of
creating an environment where people do not have to ask for permission, where they can think
outside the box as she reflected on “Bad Girls” (Araica et al., 2013). Janis had a reflection
similar to Laura as she thought about her leadership in the context of the song “Can’t Hold Us”
(Haggerty et al., 2011): “I think about this [song] and it makes me think of how I approach
leadership – like ‘why can’t we do this? Let’s go, let’s get after this.” Tori referenced the
importance of new ideas in her reflection on “Freedom” (Lomax et al., 2016), stating, “I think as
I try to lead in innovative ways now, I’m often asking myself the question, ‘What don’t I see?
There must be something I’m not seeing.’” In Olivia’s comments on “Serena” (Campbell et al.,
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2019), she said, “I challenged people and they were really uncomfortable with it. But now,
we’re doing things where we’re like changing some of the policies and procedures.”
All participants discussed the inclusive leadership as a journey over a lifetime and not
something that occurs after attending a single training. All participants mentioned the
importance of understanding identity – both their own and that of others – in cultivating
inclusive work environments. All participants referenced the importance of authenticity and
service, raising the importance of including aspects of both authentic and servant leadership in
consideration of how inclusive leaders develop and practice.
Variations of less prominent themes.
Participant’s reflections on inclusive leadership through music and song, although
nuanced, contained mostly similarities. Where there were differentiators, they were more related
to the participant’s background and identity as expressed by the individual woman participants.
Table 7 in Chapter IV portrays the respective identities of the participants. In addition, nuances
contained in their similar reflections were slight enough as to not meet the threshold of being
defined as a difference. While some diversity is represented among participants, five out of the
six participants identified as white. This homogeneity may account for a lack of significant
differences in some of their reflections.
Despite this, the study did reveal variations of less prominent themes. Less prominent is
defined as reflections that arose for fewer than all six of the study’s participants. These themes
were around the notions of humility, humanity, and giving voice.
Humility.
In addition to external influences, some participants also shared similarities on their
reflections with respect to personal characteristics. The ability to practice humility as an

270
inclusive leader was a similar theme for five of the six participants. In her reflection on
“Unwritten” (Bedingfield, 2004), Laura shared the importance of leading “with humility and
integrity” as an inclusive leader. Meredith made the statement, “I’m not perfect at what I do,” in
her reflection on “Higher Ground” (Wonder, 1973), which suggested an awareness of the need to
practice humility as an inclusive leader. In her reflection on “La Femme Fetal” (Butler, 1993),
Pamela said practicing humility helped her build relationships, as well as reminded her to “check
herself” as an inclusive leader, especially when she is working with communities of color. Janis
also referenced practicing humility as an inclusive leader, sharing that the song “Even If” (Garcia
et al., 2017) made her recognize that “I operate on a position of strength, but there’s times when
you need other people, or you need other support.” Tori, too, referenced humility in her
reflections on “Slumber” (Rinehart & Rinehart, 2011), which prompted her to share “This is
forever work,” and there were still times when even as an experienced inclusive leader, she still
experienced shame or embarrassment when she did not notice something alienating occurring in
a room.
Humanity.
The word “humanity” emerged frequently in participant’s reflections on their inclusive
leadership approach for three out of six of this study’s participants. In her reflection on “The
Eye” (Carlisle et al., 2015), Meredith called the song a metaphorical reminder of her humanity
and its accompanying imperfections. Pamela also referenced humanity and the human condition
in her reflections on “La Femme Fetal” (Butler, 1993). “I just try to be human first. So I think
coming at it [leadership] from a human place is important to me and I think that’s part of the
song, too.” The song “Even If” (Garcia et al., 2017) prompted Janis to say “we’re all human.”
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Giving voice.
Three out of six participant interviews generated comments around the idea of giving
voice – to themselves, as well as to others whom they lead. For Meredith, for example, as she
reflected on “Not Ready to Make Nice” (Maguire et al., 2016), she was reminded of the
importance of bringing her voice to the table at all times, even when negative self-talk may have
told her to do otherwise. The song, she said, reminded her to stay focused and “to take more
risks as a leader, especially when it comes to just voicing my ideas and my opinions as a leader.”
In her reflection on “Bad Girls” (Araica et al., 2013), Pamela referenced the importance of giving
voice in the context of building confidence, which is important to her as an inclusive leader.
Through affirmation and positive reinforcement, Pamela said, “I like to encourage people to be
confident. I think it’s really easy for women, especially, to feel like they have to ask for
permission or to not feel confident and I like to play around with not doing that – not asking for
permission.” Olivia also brought up the importance of giving or helping people find their voice
in her reflection on the song “Serena” (Campbell et al., 2019). Olivia described Rapsody, the
artist performing the song, as a Black woman who was overlooked for a Grammy award the year
“Serena” (Campbell et al., 2019) was released. Olivia said this reminded her of the challenges
women of color often face with respect to access to opportunities and the importance of helping
them “navigate just some of the challenges that come up.”
Table 9 below summarizes similarities in themes based on reflections by participants, as
well as variations on themes.
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Table 9. Similarities and Variations in Themes Based on Participants’ Reflections.
Theme
A life-long journey
and commitment

Participant
Song
Laura
“What’s Going
On?”
Meredith
“Higher Ground”
Pamela

“Soy Yo”

Janis

“You Need to Calm
Down”
“Immigrants”

Tori

Learning from
mistakes

The influence of
current events and
the need to be
present

Olivia

“The Miseducation
of Lauryn Hill”

Laura

“Unwritten”

Meredith
Pamela
Janis
Tori

“The Eye”
“Soy Yo”
“Even If”
“Slumber”

Olivia

“Serena”

Laura

“What’s Going
On?”

Meredith

“Higher Ground”

Pamela

“La Femme Fetal”

Janis

“You Need to Calm
Down”

Comment/Reference
“You’re never done.”
“You’re just constantly in this
movement and on a journey.”
“That’s probably a life-long
process.”
“A personal learning journey.”
“The reminder that’s it’s not too
late to learn a whole other thing.”
“I like that because it kind of
requires me to go slow and reflect
on what my journey has been.”
“Owns up to a mistake or wrongdoing.”
“We’re all fallible.”
“I flopped, I lived and learned.”
Lean in
“I’m able to move from
embarrassed to action pretty
fast.”
“You have these blind spots and
it’s not until you’re faced with or
you’ve experienced these
different challenges that you then
have a new perspective.”
“I’ve always loved the song. I
didn’t really know what it meant
until just recently with the
murder of George Floyd.”
“It certainly feels very relevant
right now.”
“Thinking about my job and right
now the kind of race wars that are
going on in the country and
thinking about the health
disparities in the Black
community.”
“There’s so much in our fabric
that is not helping – or more than
not helping, is harming
individuals.”
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A collective effort

Tori

“Slumber”

Olivia

“Serena”

Laura

“Unwritten”

Meredith

“Higher Ground”

Pamela

“Bad Girls”

Janis

“Not Afraid”

Tori

“There is So Much
More”
“Serena”

Olivia

Identity: self and
others

Laura
Meredith

“Lean on Me”
“For What It’s
Worth”

Pamela

“Tomboy”

Janis

“Can’t Hold Us”

“Tongues are violent, hearts are
strong after broken.”
“One thing that I just find
upsetting is it’s basically taken
another killing of another Black
man in our community to be,
‘Oh, wow – yeah, we need to
care.’”
“Everyone has a part in achieving
[our] goals.”
“I can think about it collectively
– like as a community, as a
people.”
“I think that women have
developed really amazing
abilities to be collaborative and to
work well in partnerships in ways
that people who were raised as
males sometimes were not
taught.”
“There’s something very
powerful there of people coming
together and moving forward and
collectively raising the roof.”
“This energy of participation/”
“The approach that I take is
keeping whoever we are serving
… at the center.”
“It’s just kind of in my DNA.”
“I think as part of the LGBTQ or
queer community, there is
definitely a lot of intersection
with Black Lives Matter and the
sort of racial justice movement
and the LGBTQ community.”
“I think that I try to see the
strengths in everybody …
everybody has good and bad
strengths and weaknesses, and
everybody deserves to feel good
about who they are and those
things should be celebrated.”
“They are so appreciative of
differences and inclusion and
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Tori

“Freedom”

Olivia

“The Miseducation
of Lauryn Hill”

The power of
Laura
values and personal
experiences
Meredith

The influence of
family

“Unwritten”
“The Eye”

Pamela

“La Femme Fetal”

Janis

“Even If”

Tori

“There is so Much
More”

Olivia

“Letter to the Free”

Laura
Meredith
Pamela

“What’s Going
On?”
“The Eye”
Entire playlist

Janis
Tori
Olivia

“Not Afraid”
“Naeem”
“Letter to the Free”

fighting for people and their
rights.”
“I love the idea of I’m free to
bring all of my assets while I’m
on the planet. How do I add to
that freedom for other people,
where have I been made not to
feel free?”
“For some of them I’m close to
their age and look like them. I
think that just speaks to them.”
“Live your life with your arms
wide open”
“I don’t separate who I am as a
person and what shapes me as a
person from how I lead.”
“For me, it stuck with me since
then. I think that’s also why this
song is significant to me because
it’s such a beautiful story about
love and support.”
“You have to have faith that you
can move ahead, whatever your
spiritual or religious background
might be.”
“So, I really resonated with
remembering exactly where I was
and then what that changed for
me – sort of in my trajectory.”
“Ties to some of my leadership
style. Learning more about the
individual who did this to him,
just learning that that person was
another statistic of the system –
another Black man that has his
whole life taken away.”
Referenced her three sons
Referenced her daughter
Referenced her siblings
Referenced her two daughters
Referenced her parents and sister
Referenced her brother
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Leading with
authenticity

Support and
servant leadership.

Stand for
something, stand
for justice

Laura

“Lean on Me”

Meredith

“Brave”

Pamela

“Soy Yo”

Janis

“Not Afraid”

Tori

Naeem

Olivia

“The Miseducation
of Lauryn Hill”

Laura

“What’s Going
On?”

Meredith

“Brave”

Pamela

“Le Femme Fetal”

Janis

“You Need to Calm
Down”

Tori

“There is So Much
More”

Olivia

“The Miseducation
of Lauryn Hill”
“What’s Going
On?”

Laura

Meredith

“For What It’s
Worth”

Pamela

“Bad Girls”

“Provide that space for people to
just share where they’re at in
their lives.”
“Talking about visibility and
being open and authentic.”
“I try to create as much space for
that as possible.”
“This strength, this backbone,
that kind of prepared me to – like
whatever I’m going to come
across I can handle it.”
“Rather than tolerate or love me
despite [who I am], what if you
love me because that was true?”
“I still have to remember inside,
in my heart, who I am and just
keep pushing down barriers.”
“Come talk to me and tell me
what your perspective is – I’m
listening”
“It’s still important to be
reminded to speak up, that my
ideas matter, that my voice
matters.”
“… not having judgments and
asking for the support you need
from the people in your life and
giving it to them.
“The whole concept of don’t step
on my gown – like don’t bring
other people down, whether it’s
my gown, his gown, our gown.”
“[The song] helps me remember
that not all of our limits are the
same, which also influences my
leadership by always building a
team.”
“I serve, as their support in
whatever ways that I can.”
“The bottom line is that we just
need to continue to conquer hate
and educate.”
“What are we going to stand for,
what kind of world are we going
to live in?
“taking control of the road”
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Thinking
differently and
creatively

Janis

“Not Afraid”

Tori

“Freedom”

Olivia

“My Shot”

Laura

“Unwritten”

Meredith

“The Eye”

Pamela

“Bad Girls”

Janis

“Can’t Hold Us”

Tori

“Naeem”

Olivia

“Serena”

“I’m willing to speak my mind,
I’m willing to push into difficult
things. I’m not timid.”
“Like a call in, not a call out, and
it’s an invitation that freedom
should be accessible to all of us.”
“Really pick up and take off with
the work that I do [in equity and
inclusion] because I’m just so
passionate about it.”
“‘Why not? Tell me why I can’t
do what I want to do?’”
“You have to have a little Teflon
when you need to, adapt and be
flexible when you need to.”
“You are the expert in your job,
you’re the expert with your body
in the same way, you get to make
the choices.”
“‘Why can’t we do this? Let’s
go, let’s get after this.’”
“Desire to just make music in a
new way – like I love that they
use two drum sets. Why have
one? Who decided which
instruments go in a band?”
“I challenged people and they
were really uncomfortable with
it. But now, we’re doing things
where we’re like changing some
of the policies and procedures.”

Variations on Themes
Practicing humility

Laura

“Unwritten”

Meredith
Pamela

“Higher Ground”
“La Femme Fetal”

“With humility and integrity, you
can change [the] narrative.”
“I’m not perfect at what I do.”
“I just have to humble myself …
being able to be vulnerable and
humble is so much stronger and
more human than pretending like
you know everything and you
have all the power is gross and
inaccurate and not being a good
leader.”
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Humanity

Giving voice

Janis

“Even If”

Tori

“Slumber”

Meredith

“The Eye”

Pamela

“Le Femme Fetal”

Janis
Meredith

“Even If”
“Not Ready to Make
Nice”

Pamela

“Bad Girls”

Olivia

“Serena”

“I operate on a position of
strength,” she said, “but there’s
times when you need other
people, or you need other
support.”
“I think for me, [Slumber] is also
about remembering that we got
lulled to sleep.”
“humanity and its accompanying
imperfections”
“I just try to be human first. So I
think coming at it [leadership]
from a human place is important
to me
“We’re all human.”
“To take more risks as a leader,
especially when it comes to just
voicing my ideas and my
opinions as a leader.”
“I like to encourage people to be
confident … and to not ask for
permission.”
To help others “navigate just
some of the challenges that come
up.”

Contribution of the Narratives
This study explored – through reflections on music and songs – how these women
developed into and practiced inclusive leadership in their organizations. This study also
explored how these leaders translated their reflections and values into assets, skills, and
approaches that influenced their leadership. This study found that numerous experiences impact
the way these women have approached their work and leadership with an inclusive lens. Their
narratives provided insights on the common experiences of inclusive women leaders; the
nuanced yet multi-layered dimensions of their experiences; the challenges of practicing inclusive
leadership; and their desire to validate a strong positive identity for others, as well as for
themselves as an inclusive woman leader.
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All participants discussed their identities in relation to the ways in which they led. All
participants equated their development and practice of inclusive leadership to a journey and their
experience both in life, as well as in the workplace. All participants referenced the importance of
authenticity and service as fundamental to their approach to inclusive leadership. The resulting
similarities in the composition of the themes support, at a minimum, an expansion of the
definition of inclusive leadership to consider some of the traits, values, and approaches raised by
these women leaders through their reflections on music and song.
Implications for Practice
Chin (2007) asserted that feminist leaders are motivated by ethics, social justice,
collaboration, and inclusiveness. Feminist leaders often define their role as leaders of thought
and social change rather than as leaders of organizations and institutions. Using an art-based
approach with music as an instrument illuminates what motivates women leaders to develop and
foster their capacity to be inclusive. Drawing on these insights, the following implications for
practice emerge for women and organizations:
For women.
• Inclusive leadership models and leadership development programs need to reflect the
unique perspectives that women leaders bring to this work. By becoming aware of the values,
needs, and insights possessed by women, women leaders can be empowered to bring themselves
to their work authentically and feel pride and a sense of connection to those they lead. This
study finds that inclusive women leaders share many of the same perspectives on how to lead
successfully. Nurturing these perspectives, such as inclusive leadership as a journey, the
importance of identity, acting with authenticity, and having a service-oriented mindset, fosters a
sense of pride that further empowers inclusive women leaders to grow and serve as role models
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for future inclusive women leaders. Furthermore, allowing women leaders to take a stand –
especially one rooted in justice – helps build the confidence that women need to advance and
develop a strong leadership approach and identity. As more women leaders learn that inclusivity
spans beyond the boxes identified by others, the pool of those choosing to develop and practice
inclusive leadership will expand and become stronger.
• Women leaders need to continue to be encouraged to explore their identity and
understand what makes them inclusive leaders. Reflecting on music and song offers one
potential way to accomplish this. Further, recognizing the potential influence of personal
experiences, family, and current events can offer ways to understand what is important to
women. This understanding can subsequently be incorporated into how they lead. Women offer
insights into inclusivity – as a journey, as something requiring authenticity, and so on – that
organizations should value and leverage. These insights can offer an important leadership
framework and additional methods for building and leading teams.
For organizations.
Inclusive leadership can be invaluable in growing and fostering workplace diversity,
which in turn can contribute to success for a business environment that is increasingly complex
and dynamic. This study can be helpful to organizations looking to develop inclusive women
leaders. In their work, Ayman and Korabik (2010) emphasized the need to include dimensions
of gender and culture in leadership development. “If leaders are to be effective in a diverse
society,” they wrote, “they need to understand their own preferred style and behaviors and how
these may differ from those preferred by others” (Ayman & Korabik, 2010, p, 160).
Recognizing the strengths, values, and perspectives that people bring to the workplace, and
leveraging this information to educate others seeking to be inclusive leaders can be beneficial
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developmentally for executives, managers, and teams members. Given the invaluable role that
women play in organizations and in the workforce, it is important for organizations to develop
their talent in ways that nurture the different perspectives that women leaders bring. In so doing,
inclusive women leaders will be empowered to lead in the ways that are important to them and
that may come more naturally to them. Future trainings should focus on the recognition and
integration of the values and assets that women leaders bring to the workplace. Helping others
understand this will bolster retention and inclusion efforts within organizations.
• More women should be advanced to leadership positions and encouraged to utilize and
expand upon the importance of their perspectives, values, and ideas about leading inclusively.
Their desire to collaborate and show support for others will contribute to better and stronger
teams. Their emphasis on the importance of identity will create a workplace that will assist with
employees feeling valued for the uniqueness that they bring to their work. Inclusive women
leaders place an emphasis on being mindful of what is occurring in their community locally, as
well as nationally and globally. All of these traits position inclusive women leaders to bring
significant and positive impacts to their organizations.
• The components of authenticity and servant leadership suggest that inclusive women
leaders could be excellent collaborators and role models for growing new leaders within
organizations. Inclusive women leaders value authenticity and service, which can be
advantageous in today’s organizations that are seeking to become more diverse. Women also
tend to be more collaborative, viewing themselves as accountable to a collective and to a greater
good. This sensitivity can also benefit organizations that are either operating globally or are
seeking to become more diverse.

281
• This study provides insights on how women leaders develop and practice inclusivity in
their work as leaders. They weave their values, perspectives, and experiences into their
leadership approaches. These concepts came together using music and song as an instrument for
reflection. This study reveals how music and song as an instrument can offer insights on how
people function in the workplace, in this case, inclusive women leaders. These recommendations
emphasize ways in which organizations can utilize the talent and leadership benefits offered by
women leaders.
Implications for Theory
This study found that music and song can effectively be used to describe the development
and practice of inclusive leadership by women. This study affirms the work of Bell and Desai
(2011), who wrote that when focused specifically on transforming oppression, the arts can play a
prominent role in making visible the stories, voices, and experiences of people who are
disempowered by structures of dominance. Participant narratives generated, through reflections
on songs, new and different ideas for practicing inclusive leadership that are not encompassed by
current theory. The songs participants chose led to themes with many similarities. These themes
warrant further consideration in the thinking around and development of inclusive leader models.
Questions to consider include is servant leadership, for example, antecedent to the ability to
practice inclusive leadership? Is authentic leadership a pre-cursor to developing as an inclusive
leader? Randel et al., (2018) went so far as to state that inclusive leadership differs from both
servant leadership and authentic leadership. Yet reflections by all six participants included the
importance of concepts related to both servant and authentic leadership. This suggests that the
three approaches are not exclusive; rather, they are intrinsically linked and mutually important to
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achieving inclusivity in organizations. The results of this study suggest a new way to consider
inclusive leadership that will assist those who want to develop and practice as such.
Figure 1 below represents a a visualizatioin of the convergence of the narratives as one
way to consider the development and practice of inclusive leadership. The arrows on the exterior
represent the idea that developing and practicing an inclusive leadership style is nonlinear, as
attested to by the study’s participants. The circlular nature of the arrows depict the idea that
becoming an inclusive leader is ongoing and continuous. The phrases in the middle represent
each of the similarities that were generated through the creation of the participant narratives.
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Figure 1. A visualization of the convergence of the narratives as a way to consider inclusive leadership development and
practice.
Inclusive Leadership
Non-linear Journey
The influence of current events

Stand for justice
Learning from mistakes
A life-long journey and commitment
The need to be present

A collective effort

The power of values and personal experiences

Support and servant leadership
Leading with authenticity
Importance of identity: self and others

Stand for something
Humanity

Humility
Giving voice

Thinking differently

The influence of family
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Implications for Future Research
Insights drawn from the inclusive leadership experiences of and practices by
participants provided numerous avenues for future study. The perspectives of this study’s
six inclusive women leaders can be considered valuable data for use in future research
that examines experiences of other women leaders. Recommendations for future
research:
a) This study only investigated the experiences of inclusive women leaders.
Future studies may compare and contrast the experiences of male leaders. The
women in this study cited family, humility, authenticity, and service, for
example, as influencing their leadership style. When considering male
leaders, it would be interesting to explore what values, characteristics, and life
experiences influence how they view their approach to leadership.
b) This study interviewed six inclusive women leaders. Two identified as
LGBTQ; one identified as Puerto Rican. While they shared similar
reflections, some were different. For example, the concept of humility
emerged in every reflection with the exception of the participant who
identified as Puerto Rican. This participant also used phrases such as “I’m not
going to take no for an answer” and chose songs with lyrics such as “I’m not
throwing away my shot.” It would be interesting to engage more women of
color in future studies to continue exploring similarities and differences. It
would also be interesting to explore whether, because of their lived
experiences, women of color who are leaders believe they must assert other
inclusive leader characteristics first in an effort to have their voices heard.
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c) The importance of taking a stand for justice was evident in each of the women
participants’ reflections in this study. Similarly, all participants reflected on
timely events, such as the murder of George Floyd, in our conversations. Yet
current inclusive leadership definitions and criteria do not include these
concepts as fundamental to practicing inclusive leadership. It would be useful
to engage more inclusive women leaders in this research to further determine
the importance of these qualities in inclusive leadership. Specifically and
intentionally exploring in greater depth how critical theory and critical race
theory intertwine with inclusive leadership would be useful.
d) All participants referenced the importance of authenticity and service or
servant leadership in their reflections. This suggests that these two types of
leadership approaches may either be embedded within inclusive leadership or
are antecedents to the practice of inclusive leadership. Yet the literature on
leadership approaches views them as separate and distinct from inclusive
leadership. Future research should continue the exploration of the role of
authentic and servant leadership in inclusive leader models.
e) The art-based narrative inquiry using music and song proved an effective
method of raising and gathering thoughts, perspectives, and ideas on what it
takes to develop as and practice inclusive leadership by women. Future
research could continue using this method as a way to discover other thoughts
and perspectives, which could then be incorporated into a growing body of
literature on the topic of inclusive leadership.
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f) Due to the global COVID-19 pandemic, this study relied on Zoom technology
to conduct interviews with the six participants. The study was originally
designed for interviews to be conducted face-to-face. It would be interesting
to have face-to-face conversations post-pandemic to determine if the use of
Zoom technology hindered or added value to participant interviews.
Final Thoughts
My hope is that these stories and findings will evoke powerful thinking by others
who wish to lead inclusively; that the stories and experiences of the participants in this
study will inspire those who seek to lead, even though their voices may have been
marginalized. Furthermore, it is my wish that the power of music and song will continue
to be used as a way to capture the complexity of women’s lives and experiences that
influence how they lead and be leveraged in future leadership development efforts. It is
also my hope that men will gain a valuable understanding of inclusive women leaders and
how the perspectives they bring to their work can foster greater inclusivity in
organizations.
Through this study, I reflected on my own leadership journey and how my own
values influenced me. I reflected on the challenges of trying to develop as a leader in
work environments dominated by white men. Many of my experiences, including
harassment and discrimination, affected how I developed as a leader. I was taught that
only if you met certain criteria could you become a leader. Yet, many of my own values
and perspectives were similar to those that were brought forth in interviews with
participants. I felt a certain affinity as I explored the songs they chose and I reflected on
what was important to the women leaders I interviewed for this study. Most important, I
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reflected on my own values and experiences and how they guided my work. I saw how
these values and experiences inform my leadership by speaking my truth. This study
confirmed my beliefs and validated my experiences as a woman leader that women bring
different ideas and strengths to the leadership table. The leaders who were interviewed
expressed the same desires, hopes, and dreams that I, too, hold close to my heart. We
exchanged thoughts on the importance of staying true to ourselves: who we are, our
values, and our ways of leading and knowing. Through music and song, we expressed a
sense of common understanding, solidarity, and the desire to make a difference for future
women leaders who wish to lead inclusively.
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APPENDIX I
Participant Interview Questions
The following questions guided my interviews with participants:
What songs did you choose?
Why?
What do your choices mean to you?
How do you define inclusivity?
Do your choices reflect your identity and experiences? How?
Do your choices relate to your leadership development? How?
Do your choices relate to how you practice leadership within your organization?
Or community? How?
In thinking of this song in particular, does the music, lyrics, or genre reflect in
some ways your experiences? If so, how?
Is there anything in your choices that reflects how you function at work?
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APPENDIX II
Research Participation Email Request
For recruitment:
Dear colleagues:
I am writing to request your assistance with my doctoral dissertation. I am
seeking participants for my study who are inclusive women leaders, and I ask that you
help me as follows:
•

Consider my purpose and criteria below

•

Identify prospective participants

•

Share this email with others in your network

•

Refer me to prospective participants for follow-up

As you may know, many organizations have failed to increase the diversity of
their leadership, leaving them ill equipped to serve a changing population in ways that are
culturally competent or effectively meet the needs of a changing population. Therefore,
Organization Development practitioners like me seek new and different ways of helping
organizations grow and develop inclusive leaders, especially women, who continue to be
under-represented in leadership. The purpose of my study is to explore how musical
content reflects women leaders’ development and practice as inclusive leaders. Women
participants will be asked to create a playlist/”mixtape” of three to five songs that reflect
their development and practice as inclusive leaders. I will interview them with the hope
of creating a narrative from which data can be derived that will assist organizations with
developing future inclusive leaders. Through my work, I hope to offer organizations a
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new and different way, through an arts-based approach, to think about how to develop
more inclusive leaders.
I am asking your assistance with identifying women who are inclusive leaders.
The criteria I am using to identify inclusive leaders is based on Tapia’s (2019) five
essential disciplines of inclusive leadership:
•

Openness and awareness

•

Actively promoting diversity

•

Building a trusting and open culture

•

Influencing effectively

•

Driving results.

I am also using Dillon and Bourke’s (2016) six signature traits of inclusive
leadership as further criteria:
•

Commitment

•

Courage

•

Cognizance of bias

•

Curiosity

•

Cultural intelligence

•

Collaborative.

In addition to meeting the above criteria, I am also requesting that participants
create a certain set of conditions in the work that they do in their organization:
•

Establish high performance standards that apply to everyone

•

Foster high-quality intergroup relations

•

Be attentive to the meaning and significance of people’s cultural identities
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•

Make all employees feel valued and respected” (Ely & Thomas, 2001, p.

234).
In addition, the participants must be part of an organization with a clear and
compelling mission and operate in a fair, non-bureaucratic structure. Their organizations
may also be characterized by any of the following: Diversity of board members,
diversity of staff, diversity of clientele, or a record of mentoring diverse women.
My study has been approved by the University of St. Thomas Institutional Review
Board. Partcipant identity will be dept confidential. Informed consent will be sought.
Thank you for considering my request. As indicated, please forward this to others
who might be interested and refer me to prospective participants.

Michelle Thom

For participants:
Dear (name):
I am seeking participants for my study who are inclusive women leaders.
As you may know, many organizations have failed to increase the diversity of
their leadership, leaving them ill equipped to serve a changing population in ways that are
culturally competent or effectively meet the needs of a changing population. Therefore,
Organization Development practitioners like me seek new and different ways of helping
organizations grow and develop inclusive leaders, especially women, who continue to be
under-represented in leadership. The purpose of my study is to explore how musical
content reflects women leaders’ development and practice as inclusive leaders. Women
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participants will be asked to create a playlist/”mixtape” of three to five songs that reflect
their development and practice as inclusive leaders. I will interview them with the hope
of creating a narrative from which data can be derived that will assist organizations with
developing future inclusive leaders. Through my work, I hope to offer organizations a
new and different way, through an arts-based approach, to think about how to develop
more inclusive leaders.
You have been identified by someone in my professional network as a women
who is an inclusive leader. The criteria I am using to identify inclusive leaders is based
on Tapia’s (2019) five essential disciplines of inclusive leadership:
•

Openness and awareness

•

Actively promoting diversity

•

Building a trusting and open culture

•

Influencing effectively

•

Driving results.
I am also using Dillon and Bourke’s (2016) six signature traits of inclusive

leadership as further criteria:
•

Commitment

•

Courage

•

Cognizance of bias

•

Curiosity

•

Cultural intelligence

•

Collaborative.
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In addition to meeting the above criteria, I am also requesting that participants
create a certain set of conditions in the work that they do in their organization:
•

Establish high performance standards that apply to everyone

•

Foster high-quality intergroup relations

•

Be attentive to the meaning and significance of people’s cultural identities

•

Make all employees feel valued and respected” (Ely & Thomas, 2001, p. 234).
In addition, the participants must be part of an organization with a clear and

compelling mission and operate in a fair, non-bureaucratic structure. Their organizations
may also be characterized by any of the following: Diversity of board members,
diversity of staff, diversity of clientele, or a record of mentoring diverse women.
My study has been approved by the University of St. Thomas Institutional Review
Board. Participant identity will be kept confidential. Informed consent will be sought.
Thank you for considering my request. As indicated, please forward this to others
who might be interested and refer me to prospective participants.
Let me know if you are interested!!
Michelle Thom

